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Preface 


In introducing an earlier volume in this series, Lewis White 
Beck remarked, ‘The reputation of, and the interest in, a 
philosopher of the past rises and falls from decade to decade. Some 
will see in this only fads in intellectual history. But there is more to 
it than that. Philosophy uses its past.” One can see such fluc- 
tuations in the reputation of Spinoza; for more than a generation 
scholarly interest in his work has been at a relatively low ebb in the 
English-speaking countries, as an inspection of the bibliographies 
compiled by Oko? and by Wetlesen,® and the present bibliography 
compiled by Professor Curley, will serve to show. However, as is the 
case with all of the great philosophers, there has always remained at 
least an appreciable interest in his thought. What is perhaps more 
striking in his case than in others is that the focus of interest in his 
work has so frequently shifted. Such a shift is apparent in the 
papers which are here published, and it was also apparent among 
many other papers which, for lack of space, we could not include. 

The intense interest which Spinoza’s religious thought former- 
ly aroused among both his antagonists and his devoted followers 
seems now to have all but disappeared. Unless or until the orienta- 
tion of contemporary religious thought in the West undergoes a 
radical revision, one cannot expect any echoes of the feelings of 
those generations during which he had been anathematized, nor of 
those in which he had been extolled. In order to remind us of the 
depth of feeling which his name at one time aroused, a single 
passage from Schleiermacher should be sufficient: 


Offer with me reverently a tribute to the manes of the holy, re- 
jected Spinoza. The high World-Spirit pervaded him; the Infinite 
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was his beginning and his end; the Universe was his only and 
everlasting love. In holy innocence and in deep humility he 
beheld himself mirrored in the eternal world, and perceived how 
he also was its most worthy mirror. He was full of religion, full of 
the Holy Spirit. Wherefore, he stands there alone and unequalled; 
master in his art, yet without disciples and without citizenship, 
sublime above the profane tribe.* 


Some hundred years later the focus of interest had shifted from 
Spinoza’s religious thought to his system, considered as a 
metaphysical system; for example, problems concerning the 
relations of Substance and the modes tended to dominate most of 
the major works on Spinoza in that era, and A. E. Taylor saw these 
issues, rather than any others (such as Spinoza’s naturalism), as 
crucial to ‘‘Spinozism.’® In this respect the focus of dominant in- 
terest has once again changed, although the essays of Father 
Copleston and Professor Saw, as well as Professor Curley’s recent 
book, serve to remind us that an interest in the nature and dif- 
ficulties of Spinoza’s systematic metaphysics is not likely to dis- 
appear. 

Judging by the papers which the editors received, the new 
focus of interest may be said to lie in Spinoza’s philosophy of mind. 
However, it is not in terms of traditional formulations of the mind- 
body problem that these discussions approach Spinoza’s theory; in 
fact, unlike earlier discussions, they tend to reject the relevance of 
any of the traditional formulations for an understanding of 
Spinoza’s thought. Instead, their attention is focussed directly on 
more specific problems, such as the nature of freedom, and the on- 
tological distinctions and problems which arise in connection with 
Spinoza’s view of human beings as seen under the attributes of 
thought and extension. It is here, perhaps, that the most original 
reformulations of Spinoza’s meaning are to be found, and these 
reformulations offer evidence of the ways in which present 
philosophic concerns can helpfully serve to highlight selected 
aspects of the past. 

Surprisingly enough, when one considers how large a role such 
issues play in contemporary Anglo-American philosophy, there was 
a comparative dearth of papers on Spinoza’s ethical and social 
views. We were fortunate to have the papers here included to round 
out this important aspect of Spinoza’s thought. There was, 
however, no such dearth with respect to papers dealing with specific 
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aspects of Spinoza’s theory of knowledge and his metaphysics. As is 
suggested by the essays which are here published, there was con- 
siderable diversity in the methods of interpretation which these 
papers displayed. In general, however, most of the papers ap- 
proached their topics as epistemological or metaphysical issues 
which were of importance in their own right, rather than viewing 
them primarily in terms of their connections with Spinoza’s system 
as a whole. This fundamentally unsystematic mode of viewing 
philosophic problems can probably be said to be highly 
characteristic of recent Anglo-American philosophy, including our 
recent historical scholarship. While this is surely not the only 
legitimate form of such scholarship (and papers of the other type 
are also here included), it does constitute one legitimate way of 
making available the philosophic past; that it can do so without 
leading to a distortion of the thought of a great systematic thinker 
should be evident in many of these essays. 

It is the hope of the editors that the present volume may con- 
tribute to eliciting further studies of the various aspects of 
Spinoza’s thought, for there are many other topics, particularly in 
moral psychology, which contemporary Anglo-American 
philosophers should find it important to consider and discuss. 
Perhaps it is not too much to hope that by 1977, the tercentenary of 
his death, Spinoza studies will once again flourish in the English- 
speaking world. 


The editor of The Monist, Professor Eugene Freeman, joins me 
in thanking all of the contributors to this volume, which grew out of 
the special issue of The Monist devoted to the philosophy of 
Spinoza (Vol. 55, No. 4, October, 1971). In addition to the papers 
there published, we are happy to be able to include other papers 
written especially for this volume by Father Copleston and 
Professors Curley, Frankena, and Sacksteder. In addition, we are 
extremely grateful to Professor Curley for preparing a bibliography 
which brings the previous bibliographic work of Oko and of 
Wetlesen up to date through December, 1972. 


MAURICE MANDELBAUM 


THE JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY 
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Philosophy of Mind, 
Ethics, and Politics 


G. H.R. Parkinson 


Spinoza on the Power and 
Freedom of Man 


I 


At first sight, the philosophy of Spinoza may seem wholly alien 
to what is now generally regarded as philosophy in the English- 
speaking world. For some decades, the dominant trend in that 
philosophy has been linguistic and antimetaphysical; the 
philosopher is held to be concerned with the analysis of language, 
and not with speculative system-building. Spinoza, on the other 
hand, is very much a system-builder; as to the analysis of language, 
he says explicitly that this is of no interest to him. ‘It is not my in- 
tention’, he says, ‘to explain the meanings of words; it is my inten- 
tion to explain the nature of things’.! However, the paper which 
follows will attempt to show that Spinoza’s philosophy is not wholly 
without relevance today. It will try to do this by placing one of 
Spinoza’s most important doctrines, his theory of human freedom, 
within the context of recent discussions. 

Before going into detail, it will be worth while to give a brief ac- 
count of the general framework of the discussion. What has already 
been said will have warned the reader (if, indeed, he needs any 
warning) not to expect from Spinoza what would be found in the 
majority of contemporary discussions of human freedom: that is, 
detailed analyses of the ordinary usage of terms such as ‘can’, 
‘possible’, ‘cause’, ‘reason’, and so on. What, then, do we get from 
Spinoza? On the surface, we seem to have a deductive exercise in 
the working-out of the consequences of a technical and highly per- 
sonal vocabulary. But this is only on the surface. To see how 
Spinoza’s views are relevant today, one may look briefly at one of 
the problems which relate to human freedom and which still exer- 
cise contemporary philosophers: namely, the problem of the 


8 G.H.R. Parkinson 


relations between human freedom and the causal explanations that 
are offered by the sciences. Some of the sciences, it is argued, offer 
causal explanations of human behavior. These sciences are still a 
long way from explaining all human behavior, but such explanation 
is in principle possible. That is, although scientists are not yet ina 
position to state the cause or causes of each and every human act, 
every such act has its cause or causes. Now, if all human behaviour 
is caused, then no human being can do other than what he does, for 
the effect of a given cause follows necessarily from that cause. From 
this it follows that no human being is free, if freedom is defined as 
the power of a human being, on some occasions at any rate, to do 
something other than what he actually did. 

This is the problem with which Spinoza’s theory of human 
freedom is concerned. One way of solving the problem would be to 
say that the causal explanations that are typical of the sciences are 
not applicable to human actions. This, however, is not Spinoza’s 
way. He maintains (to paraphrase the title of Professor Ayer’s 
Auguste Comte Memorial Lecture) that man is a subject for the 
sciences, and his concern is to work out the logical consequences of 
this. He would add that if some of these consequences conflict with 
certain of our everyday ways of thinking. then so much the worse 
for our everyday ways of thinking. In fact (as is well known) Spinoza 
believes that in one sense of the term ‘free’, no man is free, but that 
in another sense of the term some men are fee. It will be the task of 
this paper to explore the basis of his belief, and to offer some com- 
ments on it. 

It is clear that in the argument just stated there are two key 
concepts. One is the concept of cause; the other is the concept of 
power, particularly as it relates to human beings, and what they 
can and cannot do. Our first task must therefore be to examine 
what Spinoza means by such terms as ‘causa’ and ‘potentia’, 
naturally translated as ‘cause’ and ‘power’. The chief concern of 
this paper will be Spinoza’s concept of power in its relations to 
human freedom, and an attempt will be made to relate Spinoza’s 
views to some remarks made by M. R. Ayers in his book The 
Refutation of Determinism (London, 1968). However, if Spinoza’s 
views on freedom are to be discussed with anything approaching 
adequacy the notion of cause cannot be wholly neglected, and this 
will be discussed first. 
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What, then, does Spinoza mean by the term ‘cause’? The 
question cannot be answered satisfactorily if the discussion is 
restricted exclusively to Spinoza’s words; if we do that, we shall 
merely revolve in the squirrel-cage of his technical terminology. 
Instead, what he says must be put in the context of the thought, 
and in particular the scientific thought, of his age. It has already 
been suggested that Spinoza maintains that man is a subject for 
science, and indeed there can be no reasonable doubt that he was 
much influenced by the science of his times, and particularly by its 
physics. Now, it is well known that the method of the seventeenth- 
century physicist was a mathematical one. He rejected the 
Aristotelian approach to the physical world, according to which 
things were regarded as striving for a certain end, and explained by 
reference to their end or ‘final cause’. Instead, he regarded things as 
having just those properties which can figure in mathematical 
calculations, and so he viewed the physical world as consisting of 
things which have such and such spatial dimensions and move at 
such and such speeds. These things were regarded as ‘moving each 
other by means of impulse, i.e. by pushing one another. In 
traditional langudge;*the causes which the seventeenth-century 
scientist sought when trying to explain physical events were ‘ef- 
ficient’, not ‘final’ causes. Since it is customary to regard explana- 
tion in terms of impulse as fundamental to explanation in 
mechanical terms, it may also be said that the physics of Spinoza’s 
time was fundamentally mechanistic. 

Relatively little is known about Spinoza’s physics, but it is 
clear that he was in general sympathy with the views that have just 
been described. He regards as fundamental concepts of physics 
what he calls ‘extension’, ‘motion’ and ‘rest’; he clearly approves of 
the mathematical trend of the new sciences (Eth. I App., G ii.79: 
‘Unde pro certo .. .’). He is sharply opposed to the idea of explana- 
tion in terms of final causes (Eth. I App.), but is ready to talk in 
terms of efficient causes (e.g. Eth. I 16 Cor. 1, I 25, II 5). It will be 
seen later that he also holds that explanation in terms of efficient 
causes applies, not only to the physical world, but to the mind as 
well. (See below, II C.) 
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Whether Spinoza can give an adequate account of the mind 
and its processes in terms of efficient causes is a matter which must 
be considered later; at present, it is necessary to take note of an ob- 


vious. objection—namely, that Spinoza’s s account of the nature of ef- . 


ficient causation is notoriously inadequate. He regards an effect as 
following from its cause with logical necessity; in other words, to say 
that A is the efficient cause of B is to say that B follows logically 
from A. (See, besides the well-known phrase ‘causa seu ratio’, Eth. I 
11, G 11.52, the nature of the argument in Eth. 116 and 116 Cor. 1.) 
The unsoundness of such a view has been recognized since Hume, 
and this may seem to make it unnecessary for anyone to enquire 
further into Spinoza’s views about the causation of human actions. 
But this would be too easy a method of dismissal. What Spinoza 
says about human freedom is not. linked inseparably with his views 
about the logical character of the causal relation. It is sufficient for 
his arguments, that Causé’and effect-shall be linked by : some kind of 
"necessity. 

It is now time to consider Spinoza’s concept of power. He 
speaks both of the power of God (e.g. Eth. I 34) and of the power of 
particular things, such as this or that mind or body (Eth. III 28). 
This paper is concerned primarily with the power of particular 
things, and especially of human beings—though it should not be 
forgotten that, for Spinoza, particular things are ‘modes’ of God. It 
will be convenient to begin, not with a discussion of power in 
general, but with a consideration of a particular sort of power, 
which is fundamental to Spinoza’s account of man. Spinoza asserts 
that ‘Each thing, insofar as it is in itself (quantum in se est), 
endeavours (conatur) to persevere in its being’ (Eth. III 6). In the 
next proposition (Eth. III 7) he speaks of this ‘endeavour’ (conatus) 
as a ‘power’ (potentia), referring to ‘the power, or endeavour, by 
which (each thing) endeavours to persevere in its being’.? It is clear 
that in ordinary usage the terms ‘power’ and ‘endeavour’ are not 
equivalent. We say that a man may endeavour to do things which 
are beyond his power (e.g. to lift weights which turn out to be too 
heavy for him, to solve problems which turn out to be too difficult 
for him); conversely, we say that there are things that are in our 
power which, at some given time, we do not endeavour to do (e.g. a 
man may have the strength or power to lift heavy weights, but he is 
not always endeavouring to lift such weights). Spinoza would 
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doubtless agree; but he would point out that when he seems to 
equate power and endeavour oye he i 1s 5 Speaking of ac a certain kind o of 


andagungee 


endeavour—the endeavour t¢ to persist in. being, and 1 (i) he is is speak- 
ing of a thing’ ‘insofar ¢ as it is ‘in itself’, by. which. he seems, to mean 
‘insofar as it is unaffected by anything « else’. 3In effect, Spinoza i is 


putting forward a theory about the way in ‘which things interact. He 


\ 


| \ 
* \7 


is saying that, the universe. ‘contains a Jarge number of things, or 


‘modes’, which affect each other; each thing tries to preserve its own 

being, a what it actually co is not the outcome of this 
endeavour alone—rather, it is the outcome of the interaction 
between its endeavour or power and the. endeavours or _powers ‘of 
other things: which affect it. 


A number of questions arise here. 
A. What exactly is meant by the ‘endeavour (or power) to persevere 
in one’s own being’? 
B. How does Spinoza try to prove that there is such an endeavour 
or power? 
C. How is this endeavour or power related by Spinoza to efficient 
causality? 


A. The first of these questions is really two: first, what is meant by 
‘being’ in this context? and second, what is meant by ‘endeavour’? 
An answer to the first of these can most easily be provided by a con- 
sideration of Spinoza’s physics, and in particular (since human 
beings are the chief concern of this paper) his account of the physics 
of the human body. Here it is necessary to refer to ‘a few remarks on 
the nature of bodies’ (Eth. II 13 Sch.) which are contained in the 
axioms, lemmata and postulates which follow Eth. II 13 Sch. For 
Spinoza, the fundamental units of physics are ‘most simple bodies’ 
(corpora simplicissima) which differ from one another only in 
respect of motion and rest, speed and slowness (Lemma 1 and Lem- 
ma 7 Sch.).4 Now, when a number of such bodies are so constrained 
(coercentur) by others that they lhe upon each other, or move in 
such a way that they communicate their motions to each other in a 
certain determinate ratio,® then it may be said that they constitute 
one body or ‘individual’, which is distinguished from others 
by this union of its component bodies (Def. after Ax. 2). Bodies of 
this sort, whose components are ‘most simple bodies’, will be called 
here ‘composite bodies of the first order’. Such composite bodies 
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can be the components of composite bodies of a more complex kind, 
which may be called of the second order; these in turn can form 
composite bodies of the third order, and so on until we reach a com- 
posite body whose components are all the bodies there are (Lemma 
7 Sch.). It is not clear from Spinoza’s account to what order the 
human body is to be assigned, though it is clear (Posts. 1 and 2) 
that it is of an order higher than two. 
——. It can now be seen what kind of ‘being’ Spinoza would have in 
mind in saying that the human body endeavours to persevere in its 
#* being. He would mean that it endeavours to maintain that union of 
’ component parts which makes it one composite body. In short, the 
| ‘being’, the ‘esse’ that the human body, and indeed any composite 
_.. body endeavours to preserve is a unity of order. In Lemmata 4-7 
Spinoza shows how a composite body’s nature can be preserved 
even if its components change considerably: if, for example, they 
are replaced by others, or if they grow or diminish, or if they change 
the direction of their movement. In all cases, what is preserved is 
the ‘forma’, the structure of the composite body. However, it would 
be wrong to suppose that, according to Spinoza’s physics, all preser- 
vation of being is preservation of form. The ‘most simple bodies’, 
too, endeavour to persevere in being, but they are the ultimate units 
as far as physics is concerned; they are elements of a complex which 
has form or structure. Since they are differentiated only by motion 
and rest, speed and slowness, it may be assumed that what each of 
the ‘most simple bodies’ endeavours to preserve is the motion and 
rest, etc., which differentiates it from others.® 
Obviously, there is more to be said about the ‘being’ which 
: things endeavour to preserve—nothing has so far been said about 
the human mind and its ‘being’—but this must be deferred for the 


moment, for it is now time to consider the nature of ‘endeavour’, as 
Spinoza understands it. It is clear, to begin with, that Spinoza does 
not mean by ‘endeavour’ simply the endeavour of someone who has 
conscious aims, for the body as well as the mind is said to 
‘endeavour’. What, then, does he mean by the term? It was noted 
earlier in this section that Spinoza identifies the terms ‘endeavour’ 
and ‘power’. In at least some cases (the reason for the caution will 
be clear shortly) he is also prepared to identify ‘essence’ and ‘power’ 
or ‘endeavour’. Thus, in Eth. I 34 the power of God is said to be his 
essence, and in Eth. I 36 it is said that what expresses the nature or 
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essence of God expresses the power. of God. Similarly (Eth. II 7) 
the endeavour by which each thing tries to persevere in its being is 
called the ‘actual essence’ of the thing, and in Eth. IV 58 it is said 
that to speak of the essence of man is to speak of the power of man. 
(Cf. Eth. V 9, in which the same is said of the human mind.)’ 
Spinoza offers deductive proofs of these propositions, proofs which 
rest in the last analysis on the ontological argument. (See especially 
Kth. I 34, with its reference to Eth. I] 11.) However, expressed as far 
as possible in nonmetaphysical terms, his view seems to be that, in 
some cases at least, what follows from x’s nature or essence is in the 
power of x, and what is not in x’s power is what does not follow from 
x’s nature (Eth. 117 Sch., G ii.61; Eth. I 49 Sch., G i1.136). From 


this, it is easy to see how Spinoza can identify power and essence.__ 


This is at first sight a puzzling view, whose oddity can be 
brought out by a passage from Eth. 117 Sch. (Gii.62). Spinoza says 
there that ‘from the supreme power of God, i.e. his infinite 
nature. . .all things have necessarily flowed, or always follow, with 
the same necessity; just as from the nature of the triangle it follows 
from eternity and to eternity that its three angles equal two right 
angles’. What. is odd here is that one does not normally speak of the 
power of a triangle. Perhaps Spinoza might do so, but it is not cer- 
tain that he does, or that he need do. He could say that a triangle is 
an ‘entity of reason’, and that what he says about power holds only 
in the case of ‘real entities’; the triangle is adduced only as an ex- 
ample of sométhing whose properties belong to it eternally, and is 
not adduced as an example of power. (Compare his distinction, in 
Ep. 83, between the definitions of entities of reason and of real 
things.) This is why it was suggested earlier that Spinoza identifies 
power and essence in some cases only—namely, in the case of real 
entities. ; : 

But even if it is supposed that when Spinoza equates ‘essence’ 
and ‘power’ he is speaking only of real things, difficulties remain. 
First, when he says that what follows from x’s nature or essence is in 
the power of x, what exactly is it that is said to follow? In the case of 
God, Spinoza says that ‘all things’ (omnia) or ‘infinite things in in- 
finite ways’ (infinita infinitis modis) follow. (Eth. 117 Sch., 


G. 11.62; cf. Eth. I 16.) Now, if one were describing x’s power in the | 


_— 


normal sense of the te.m, one would refer to what x does and will, or « 


would, do; one would not refer to things that ‘follow from’ x.® 


* 14 G.H.R. Parkinson 
Gs led DY fal 


Spinoza would probably agree. The term ‘things’ in our translation 

could be misleading—Spinoza uses the vaguer terms ‘omnia’ and 

‘infinita’; more important, a comparison of Eth. II 3 Sch. with Eth. 

P I 16, to which it refers, shows that what follow from the divine 

nature may also be acts. If one asks what kind of acts these are, the 

> answer is probably: motion, in the case of the attribute of extension, 

and the ‘infinite idea’ (or judgment) of God, in the case of the at- 

tribute of thought. 

It must now be asked whether, in the ordinary sense of the word 

‘power’, it can be said that actions follow from the nature of the 

thing to which power is ascribed. To say that a car has the power of 

going at 100 m.p.h. is not to say that a certain action follows from 

its nature, in the sense that it has ever travelled, or ever will travel, 

at this speed; it may, for example, always have cautious drivers. To 

ascribe this power to it is to say what it will do, if certain cir- 

cumstances arise. Spinoza would probably agree where modes 

(such as a car) are.concerned, though not in the case of God. Accor- 

| ding to Spinoza, the fact that God’s power is his essence means that 

‘ | God cannot be conceived except.as acting (Eth. II 3 Sch. This, 

— | Spinoza adds, is why it is wrong to compare God’s power with ne 

~ _of a king). It may now be objected that if to say that a man has such 

and such powers is, to say that. certain acts, follow from his essence, 

then this seems to mean ‘that a a man, too, cannot be conceived ex- 

t cept as acting. “The ‘answer ‘seems to. be. that ‘there i is an important 

F difference between man. and. God. Spinoza does indeed maintain 

/) {. that each man, insofar.as_he is in himself (in se), endeavours to 

} 4 persevere in_his.own -being,.which she should me mean that | We t follows { from 
tf 


a man’s nature that h he acts in a way ; which ch d does preserve his own 
being. Spinoza would reply that a man would do so if he e were in ge, 
if he were. independent,.as God is. But in fact. a man is is affected by 
things which.are external to him, and to that extent he i js not in se, 
and his actions do not follow from. ‘his r nate alone, Rath ‘alone. Rather, _they 
| follow from his. mature and from.that..of.the things whict things w ich. raftect 
him. So - appears “that, in the case of the power of modes, an ele- 
ment of the hypothetical enters. To speak of the power of x, where x 
is a mode, is to speak of what x will do if not interfered with. What 
it will do, in this case, is persevere in its own being. 

ii SET is Spinoza’s view of the nature of power (and it must be 
stressed that his account of this concept is not easy to follow) then it 
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can at least be said in favour of the view that it avoids the idea that 
a power is some kind of occult or hidden entity.'° This is an idea 
which Spinoza, who shared the general hostility of seventeenth- 
century scientists to ‘occult qualities’, might be expected to avoid. 
(Cf. Ep. 56, G iv.261.) 


B. The second of the questions raised earlier concerned proof: 

namely, how does Spinoza think that he can show that each thing, 

insofar as it is in itself, endeavours to persevere in its own being? In 
Eth. III 6 Spinoza offers a deductive proof, based upon his views’ 
about the nature of God-and upon a supposedly self-evident 
proposition (Eth. III 4). The argument is both metaphysical and 
obscure, and is best relegated to a footnote.!! More interesting is the 
fact that Spinoza seems also to offer an empirical argument, to the 
effect that we are conscious of the endeavour in question. To follow 
what he says, it is necessary to develop further his views about this 
endeavour, this conatus. 

First, a brief reminder must be given about some features of 
Spinoza’s theory of mind-matter relations. So far, this paper has 
considered the human body and its endeavour, insofar as it is in’ 
itself, to persevere in its own being. Spinoza holds that essentially 
the same account can be given of the human mind. Just as the 
human body is a composite body, composed, in the last resort, of 


‘most simple bodies’, so the human mind is a composite idea, ‘com- he 
posed of very many.ideas’ (ex plurimis ideis composita. Eth. II 15). yi 
For Spinoza, there is no mere parallelism between mind and body; 
rather, they are one and the same thing, expressed through 
different attributes. The human mind just is the idea of the human | 
body (Eth. II 13); that is, it is the expression in thought-terms of © 
that of which the body ‘is the expression in physical terms. There is 

no space to comment here on this ‘double aspect’ theory of the 
relations between mind and body; all that can be done is to explain 

its consequences as far as the endeavour to persevere in being is 
concerned. 

Given Spinoza’s views about mind-matter relations it is not 
surprising that he should assert that, like the body, the mind 
endeavours (insofar as it.is in itself) to persevere in its own being IN 
(Eth, U9). He adds.(ibid.)_that..the.mind is conscious of this JS 


endeayour.(hujus sui conatus est conscia). At this point he in- 


nr 
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troduces (Eth. II] 9 Sch.) some new technical terms—or rather, 
some old terms in a new sense. He calls this endeavour, insofar as it 
is related to the mind alone, ‘will’ (voluntas); when it is related 
both to the mind and the body, he calls it ‘appetite’ (appetitus). 
Appetite, therefore, is the very essence of man. The only difference 
between appetite and ‘desire’ (cupiditas) is that desire is usually 
ascribed to men insofar as they are conscious of their appetites, and 
so may be defined as ‘appetite, together with an awareness of it’ 
(appetitus cum ejusdem conscientia). 

It may seem, then, that Spinoza is saying that we can identify 
empirically our endeavour, insofar as we are ‘in ourselves’, to 
persevere in our being. This might seem unexceptionable; one 
would certainly say that, in the ordinary sense of the word 
‘appetite’, we are conscious of our appetites, or at any rate of some 
of them. But there is a difficulty as far as Spinoza is concerned. He 
holds that the human body, like all physical objects, is affected by 
an infinity of other things (Eth. J 28); how, then, can we be aware of 
the endeavour of our body as it is in itself? Suppose, for example, 
that a man is passionately in love, and is aware of this fact. Such a 
man has a certain desire, both in the ordinary and in the Spinozist 
sense. Spinoza would call such a desire a passion—indeed, he would 
call it a kind of insanity (Eth. IV 44 Sch.; Eth. IV App., par. 
19)—and by calling it a passion he means that the man in question 
is affected by, and indeed mastered by, causes which are external to 
him. This means that what the man is aware of is not his 
endeavour, as far as he is “‘in himself’, to persevere in his own being, 
but rather this endeavour as modified by external influences (cf. 
Eth. IV 5).!2 Spinoza is far from maintaining that every desire is a 
passion; on the contrary, he holds that we have the power “of doing 
certain things which can be understood through the laws of our own 
nature alone (Eth. IV Def. 8, IV 24, III 3). The question here, 
however, is whether there is a difference which can be detected by 
introspection between a desire of the latter kind and a desire which 
is a passion. If there is, Spinoza does not make this difference clear. 

So far it appears that Spinoza has been unable to prove, either 


deductively or by an appeal to introspection, that each thing, in- 


sofar as it is in itself, endeavors to persevere in its being. It might 
now be suggested that Spinoza’s theory of conatus can be defended 
if it is regarded as an hypothesis, which is justified insofar as it 
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enables him to explain what human beings do, and to point out the 
most advantageous course of action for them. To see whether the 
doctrine of conatus can be defended in this way, it is necessary to 
look further at the kind of hypothesis that would be involved. It 
would, no doubt, be generally agreed that if an’ hypothesis is to be 
scientific, it must be capable of being falsified. Spinoza’s theory of 
conatus, on the other hand, does not seem to be falsifiable. The ob- 
vious objection to the view that each man, insofar as he is ‘in 
‘himself’, tries to persevere in his own being is the fact that there are 
such people as suicides and martyrs. Spinoza accounts for suicides 
by saying (Eth. IV 20 Sch.; cf. Eth. IV 18 Sch., ‘tertio.. .’) that 
such men are ‘mastered by Spell causes’. In hice i.e. insofar, 
as he is unaffected by external causes, the ‘suicide endeavours to 
preserve his own being. Spinoza would doubtless give the same ac- 
count of the martyr, and as this is so, one may wonder what would 
refute his doctrine. It would appear, then, that the hypothesis is 
empty, and it is pointless to speak of anything confirming or sup- 
porting it—for nothing would be allowed to do anything else. 

But it by no means follows that the doctrine of conatus is en- 
tirely idle. 


(i) Spinoza may be pointing to the fact that people are not merely 


static. The nature of the human being, he may be saying, is to 
endeavour to act in certain ways. This may seem a tame assertion, 
but at any rate it is not empty. ; 

(ii) The apparent unfalsifiability of the doctrine of Srronitiny may 
reflect the fact that to some extent it is not a scientific doctrine at 
all; rather, it is in part a moral view, about the way in which human 


=< 


beings ought to act. This point will be developed later (Part III, ad 


fin.) 


C. The third question was, how does Spinoza relate what he says 
about conatus to his views about efficient causes? Is conatus a 
cause, and if so, in what sense? The short answer is that conatus is a 
cause, and an efficient cause—though it is an efficient cause of a 
special kind. 

In developing this answer, we begin by taking up a point made 
earlier (Part II, ad init.): namely, that Spinoza holds that explana- 
tion in terms of efficient causes applies to the mental as well as to 
the physical world. Consider the explanation of a human activity: 


i 


\ 
\ 


\ 
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say, the building of a house. The question ‘Why was this house 
built?’ could have as an answer ‘So that someone has somewhere to 
live’. In Aristotelian terms, having somewhere to live is, in this case, 
the final cause of the activity of building the house (Cf. Eth. IV 
Pref., G ii.207: someone might say that ‘habitation was the final 
cause of this or that house’). Spinoza, however, argues that to say 
this is really to say that someone had the appetite for building the 
house (appetitus aedificandi domum), and this appetite is the ef- 
ficient cause of the activity in question (ibid. See also the definition 
of ‘end’, Eth. IV Def. 7). It will be remembered that in Spinoza, 
‘appetite’ is a term that refers both to mind and to matter. The 
building of the house, therefore, is to be explained both in physical 
and in mental terms: but in each case the causes involved are ef- 
ficient causes. 

It now has to be asked how the appetite is to be related to the 
activity. It may seem that Spinoza is viewing appetite as a kind of 
inner thrust, which drives our body in the case of the attribute of 
extension, and somehow drives our ideas in the case of the attribute 
of thought—much as the uncoiling of a spring drives the wheels of a 
watch. In other words, he may seem to regard an appetite or desire 
as one among a series of causes. In the case of the building of a 
house, the series might be: the imagination of home comforts 
causes a man to have the desire to build a house, which causes him 
to build a house.!4 There are notorious difficulties in such a view, 
but in fact the view does not seem to be Spinoza’s. Here it is 
necessary to refer to the so-called ‘double causal relation’ in 
Spinoza, as stated in Eth. II 9 and II 45.5 Eth. II 9 says that each 
single thing is caused by another, and that by another, and so ad in- 
finitum; it does not, however, follow from what may be called the 
‘absolute nature’ of God—i.e. from God insofar as he is an absolute- 
ly thinking or extended being, or, insofar as he is infinite. However, 
in Eth. II 45 Spinoza says in effect that each single thing ‘necessari- 
ly involves the eternal and infinite essence of God’. He explains in 
the Scholium that ‘although each single thing is determined by 
another to exist in a certain way’ (evidently a reference to Eth. II 9) 
‘yet the force (vis) by which each perseveres in existence follows 
from the eternal necessity of the nature of God’. This is clearly a 
reference to conatus, and it seems that Spinoza is saying that an ex- 
planation of some event in terms of endeavour or power is of a 
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different type from one which explains an event in terms of some 4 
other event. He is arguing in effect that it is one thing to say (e.g.) | 
that a man moves his hand in a certain way because of a prior 
movement in another part of his body; it is another thing to say that 
he moves his hand in a certain way because he wants a house to live ; M 
in. In the former case, an action follows from a prior action (in / 
Spinoza’s terms, one mode affects another); in the latter, an action } 
is seen as following from an endeavour—in the last resort, an 
endeavour on the part of a thing, insofar as it is ‘in itself’, to} 
persevere in its own being. In the latter case, one does not explain \ 
the action by saying that the endeavour in some-way. pushes it; 
rather, one explains it by seeing it in the light of, in the context of 
the endeavour. This means that one sees it in the context of the es- | 
sence or nature of the person in question, as someone who will actin | 
such a way as to persevere in his own being, unless interfered with } 
from outside. 

As the two types of causality are different, it may seem mis- 
leading that Spinoza should refer to both as cases of efficient causa- 
tion. He might reply, however, that the two types have something 
in common, and so deserve the same name. In each case, 


something (an effect)_is explained.as following from something else se. 
(a cause), and in neither. case.is the cause.a final cause. Spinoza” — 
ERE tho doen between the two by s saying that 
conatus is ani internal efficient cause; the agent whose acts follow «. A! 
from his conatus is thus in a sense self-caused, In this connexion it « 
may be noted that that Spinoza : says explicitly that. an efficient. ‘cause 
need not be extern external.’ ie he 

At this stage we may refer back to a point made early in Part II. 
It was suggested there that Spinoza’s account of causality and 
power has to be seen in the light of seventeenth-century physics, 
and that this physics was ‘mechanistic’, a mechanistic system be- 
ing defined as one in which the movement of one body by another is 
explained in terms of push. The account just given of Spinoza’s 
view of the nature of causality—more exactly, of external efficient 
causality—is consistent with this suggestion. It should be added 
that if a mechanistic system were defined as one in which all move- 
ment has to be explained in terms of push, then Spinoza’s physics 
would not be mechanistic. However, the definition adopted here 
has referred only to the movement of one body by another. 


| 
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Now that Spinoza’s views about causality and power have been 
expounded, it is possible to approach the main questions of this 


paper: 


(i) What consequences did Spinoza think that these views have for 
human freedom? 

(ii) Are these consequences validly derived by him? 

(iii) If validly derived, do they follow from premisses some at least 
of which are false? (If this is so, then the consequences cannot, 
without further argument, be said to be true.) 


The first question will be discussed in the present part of this paper; 
questions (ii) and (iii) will be discussed in Part IV. 

Spinoza argues that it follows from what he has said that a 

| man’s actions, whether of mind or of body, ‘are necessitated’. It is 

{ important to see exactly what this means. cae says that a thing 


: \ (De Intellectus Emendatione, G ii.19. Cf. Eth., loc. cit., on the term 
‘impossible’). A thing which is necessary by virtue of its cause is 
- something which ‘follows necessarily from a given efficient cause’ 
(Eth. loc. cit. Cf. Cogitata Metaphysica, 1.3.3)—or rather, as the 
context (‘vel quia nulla . . .’) shows, from a given external cause. A 
thing which is necessitated by an external cause, or ‘determined by 
_ something else to exist and operate in a certain and determinate 
ter is called by Spinoza ‘necessary, or rather compelled’ 
‘(necessaria, vel potius coacta. Eth. I Def. 7).!” 

Some comment is called for here. (a) One might perhaps think 
that Spinoza is here recognising two senses of the word ‘necessary’, 
the first being logical necessity and the second causal necessity. 
However, this cannot be so; for it will be remembered that, accor- 
ding to Spinoza, causal necessity simply 1 ts logical necessity. .A thing 
which is necessary ‘by virtue of its cause’ is, therefore, one whose 
existence follows with logical necessity from the existence of 
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something else. (b) The notion of a ‘necessary thing’ or ‘necessary 
being’ is often found obscure; one is told that propositions, not 
things, are necessary. It seems clear from the context, however, that 
when Spinoza calls a thing ‘necessary’ he means that either (i) the 
proposition which asserts its existence is such that its truth follows | 
from the ‘definition. of the thing, or (ii) the proposition which asserts - | 
cits. existence follows logically from some true proposition about the | 
existence or nature of : some other thing. (c) The notion of necessity 
in Spinoza has so far been explicated in terms of existence. For 
Spinoza, however, ‘necessary’ is also a term that can be applied to 
acts, such as volitions [Eth. I 32. Cf. Eth. I 28: each single thing 
(singulare) is determined to exist and to act (ad existendum et 
operandum)|. It is clear that an act can be necessary either by vir- 
tue of the essence of the agent (as in the case of God, Eth. I 17 Cor. 
2), or by virtue of some external cause which affects the agent (Eth. 
1 23)3 
It now has to be seen how all this applies to human actions. It 

seems to be Spinoza’s view that human actions are necessary in 
both of the ways described. He regards every human action as hav- 
ing an external cause; for (Eth. I 28) the human being, like 
everything else which is ‘finite and has a determinate existence’ is ip 
determined to existence and to action by another cause. This }; 
means, then, that each act of a human being is ‘necessary, or rather | 
compelled’. So much is clear; but it may be wondered how a human 
act can be necessary in the other sense—for it is surely God alone/ \ 
whose existence follows necessarily from his essence or definition. | 
Here the notion of conatus plays an important part. In Part II C of 
this paper reference was made to two types of causality in Spinoza; 
one of these (Eth. II 45 and Sch.) is conatus, which is referred to 
when Spinoza says that the force by which each thing perseveres in 
existence follows from-the eternal necessity of the nature of God. 
This force, then, does not come into existence bec cause of some other ag 
finite thing; it exists. because God exists and acts. Nor (insofar as it a 


is in itself) is it determined to attion by some other thing. In short, 
insofar as an action follows from conatus}® it is necessary, but it is or! 


not determined from. outside, i.e. it is not com elled. This is of the 
‘utmost importance for. Spinoza’s theary.of. s theory. of freedam. 

‘Tt Pees oS reas se vone are necensiee in two 4 
ways—through his own conatus, and through external causes, This ag 
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means that a man must act as he does; he cannot act in any other 
way.!® It may also be said that, in a standard sense of the term 
‘power’, he has no power to do anything other than what he actually 
does. Spinoza goes so far as to say that what a man does not do, that 
he cannot do; or, more generally, that w what does not occur, cannot 
occur. This is because ‘whatever we Conceive to be in God’s power’ 
(i.e. whatever is logically conceivable) ‘necessarily exists’ (Eth. 
1 35). Since this view is logically independent of the views discussed 
so far, it need not be considered here. 

We can now move from Spinoza’s concept of necessity to his 
concept of freedom. If ‘x is free’ is taken to mean ‘x can act in some 
way other than that in which x actually does act’, then it follows 
from what Spinoza has said that no man is free. However, Spinoza 
defines freedom in another way. He says (Eth. I Def. 7): “That thing 
> is called “‘free’’ which exists from the necessity of its nature alone, 
and is determined to action by itself alone’.2° It may seem at first 
that a man still cannot be called ‘free’, for only God satisfies the 
\ conditions laid down by the definition. Indeed, Spinoza says (Eth. 
} 117 Cor. 2) that God alone is a free cause. It is here, however, that 
H the importance of the notion of conatus appears. It has already been 
‘noted that, insofar as an action follows from n conatus, it is not deter- 
mined by an.external c cause. To this must be added the fact that, for 
Spinoza, a mode (such as as a man) is not the source of its own ac- 
tivities. The Spinozist mode must not be confused with the Leibni- 
zian monad. Rather, the conatus with which each.thing, insofar as 
it is itself, endeavours to persevere in its own, being. is really. God’s 
conatus. This is not something — which is outside the mode, as 
another mode is; the mode is a mode of God, and its conatus is 
God’s s conatus. Hence, insofar as a man s acts follow from conatus, 
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he, ‘can. “properly. be be called ‘fi “free’. 

To round off this discussion of Spinoza’s account of human 
freedom, it remains to consider the kinds of actions that follow from 
man’s conatus. Here it is necessary to introduce the further notions 
of ‘virtue’ (virtus) and reason. The notion of virtue contains little 
that is new. Spinoza says that the term refers to human power, 
which is defined by the essence of man alone, i.e. solely by the con- 
atus by which a man endeavours to persevere in his own being (Eth. 
IV 20; cf. Eth. IV Def. 8). ‘Virtue’, then, seems to be a special kind 


of power—the power of man.?! Now, Spinoza asserts (Eth. IV 24) 
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that to act in accordance with virtue is simply to act, live and 
preserve one’s being (the three, he says, mean the same) as reason 
guides one (ex ductu rationis. Cf. Eth. IV 37 Sch. 1, and also Eth. 
IV 52 and IV App., par. 3, in which the power of man is equated 
with reason). In short, the free man lives as reason guides him; in 
this way he does those things which his own nature, considered in 
itself alone, demands (Eth. IV 37, Sch. 1). 

Before this view is criticised, two problems of interpretation 
must be discussed. The first concerns Spinoza’s famous assertion 
that men think themselves free ‘because they are conscious of their 
actions, and ignorant of the causes by which they are determined’ 
(Eth. III 2 Sch., G 11.143. Cf. Eth. I App., G ii.78). The question 
here is whether Spinoza means that men think themselves free (a) 
because they think that their actions are uncaused, whether inter- 
nally or externally, or (b) because, being ignorant of the external 


causes of, their actions, they think that their actions are internally ; j 


seems more likely; for it is only determination 1 by an. external cause. 


whichis inconsistent with human freedom. 

This leads to the second problem, namely: can Spinoza con- 
sistently say that a man is free? The difficulty is this. Spinoza says 
(Eth. I 28) that every mode is determined from outside, and it is 
determined both in respect of its existence and of what it does.”? 
This being so, how can any human act be free? It is true that 
Spinoza does not seem to think of any act as determined wholly 
from outside, for he regards each thing, insofar as it is in itself, as 
endeavouring to persevere in its own being. What each thing does, 
then, seems to be the outcome of an interaction between its own 
conatus and external causes. But for an act to be free, it would have. 
to be determined.wholly by conatus. 23" 

7 How, then, can Spinoza get round this difficulty? One may dis- 
regard the idea that determination from outside is merely 
phenomenal. There is no hint that Spinoza thought this,”4 and if he 
had done so, this would have had the consequence that every man is 
really free, which is certainly not his view. It might be the case that 
Eth. I 28 is stated carelessly, and that Spinoza did not intend it to 
apply to all the acts of a given single thing. If so, however, the over- 
sight would be a glaring one, and one ought to look for another ex- 
planation if possible. Perhaps the answer is to be found in Eth. III 
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_Def. 2. Here Spinoza is defining what he calls an ‘action’, i.e. a 
manifestation of the power of man (Eth. IV App., par. 2). He says 
[that by an action he means something of which we are the adequate 
| cause, i.e. something which follows from our nature and which can 
\ be understood clearly and distinctly through that nature alone. The 
_ relevance of this to the present problem is as follows. Spinoza may 
be saying that we can explain the action of a man through its exter- 
nal causes: to do this would be to view it as a scientist might 
do—e.g. in terms of some physical science, such as neuro- 
physiology, or in terms that might belong to psychology. But we can 
jae assess the action in terms of its rationality; we can say, for ex- 
jample, that the man has understood (or failed to understand) the 
} situation in which he finds himself. It is the same action which is 
"4) é assessed in each case, but in a different way; and insofar as the act 
7a is rational, it is the act of a free man. 
If this interpretation is correct, then what Spinoza is saying is 
| related to the familiar point that it is one thing to assess a 3 a person ’s 
; conduct in terms of the reasons for.it,. ‘and another t to assess, it in 
terms, of it its causes, If the assessment is made in the latter w vay, t then 
(according to pind) there can be no question of an @ act’ s being 
free; every act.is. determined.externally, and therefore i » is compelled. 
But if a man’s.acts are.assessed in. the. former way, then it may be 
; correct to, say, that.they..are.free: namely, if t the reasons for t the acts 
| are “good reasons, i.e. if the acts are genuinely rational. It will be 
noticed that, for Spinoza, to be free is not something negative, in 
\ the sense that a free act is one which is not determined; rather, to be 
free is to be determined, but determined_by. the laws of one’s.essen- 
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tial al humanity, which are. the laws of reason. 

“T'his discussion can now be linked to a point made earlier (II B, 
ad fin.), concerning the unfalsifiability of Spinoza’s views about 
conatus. It has now become.clear that the ‘being’ that each man, in- 
sofar as he is in se, tries to preserve is e is his is rationality, and that in- 

SC sitar as he i is rational he i is genuinely | himself. This is clearly not a 
scientific proposition; rather, Spinoza is setting up a standard of 


human activity which is moral in nature. 
ra te 
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It is now time to try to assess the views that have been ex- 
pounded. There seems to be nothing formally wrong with Spinoza’s 
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arguments, so that, of the questions formulated at the beginning of 
Part III, question (ii) need not detain us. The question, then, is 
whether there are any errors in the views from which Spinoza 
derives his conclusions. It has been suggested above that these 
views are not altogether clear; in particular, it has been suggested 
that the doctrine of conatus may have a moral aspect, though it 
does not seem to be entirely a moral theory. The moral aspect of the 
theory will not be discussed here; instead, attention will be concen- 
trated on problems that belong to the philosophy of mind. As 
already stated, our chief concern will be with Spinoza’s views about 
power, and especially the powers of human beings. However, it 
would hardly be an adequate account of Spinoza’s views on freedom 
which contained no reference to recent discussions about the causes 
of human actions, and in particular to A. I. Melden’s influential 
book Free Action (London, 1961). Briefly, Melden’s view (op. cit., 
p. 182) is that ‘the ordinary causal model’ cannot be applied to 
human actions; that ‘an action is no mere effect of an internal men- 
tal doing in the way in which an explosion is an effect of the in- 
troduction of heat in a mixture of hydrogen and oxygen’. Now it is 
clear that, whatever the validity of Melden’s arguments, for much 
of the time he is arguing against theses that Spinoza did not hold. 
The view just cited—that a (physical) action is the result of a men- 
tal occurence—is such a view; so are the more specific theses that 
certain mental acts called ‘volitions’ produce muscular movements 
(Melden, Chap. 5), and that motives cause bodily movements 
(Melden, p. 84). Spinoza would have said that matter does not act 
on mind, and mind does not act on matter. In his view, to speak of a 
human action is to speak of something that can be described both 
in physical and in mental terms. Each description is complete as far 
as it goes—e.g. in explaining a human action in physiological terms 
we need not, and indeed must not, introduce into our account fac- 
tors which belong _t to. an _explanation, in mental terms; further, 
neither type of description is reducible to the other.25 It is an ob- 
vious and important ‘question, whether one can give a self- 
contained account ‘of a human action in, physiological _ terms. 
Spinoza warns his readers not to assume dogmatically that this 
cannot be done; so far, he says, no one has such a precise knowledge 
of the structure of the human body that he can explain all its work- 
ing (Eth. II]2 Sch., G ii.142). Melden, too, warns against 
dogmatism of this kind (op. cit., p. 59). His concern is with a certain 
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model—the model of the central nervous system as somehow 
manipulated by an invisible agent. This model he rejects; and 
Spinoza would reject it too. 

A further point may be made here. In attacking the view that 
volitions are causes, Melden (Chap. 5) attacks the idea that there 
are volitions, in the sense of mental acts whose presence or absence 
is responsible for the difference between a voluntary and an in- 
voluntary act. That there is such a difference is agreed, but 
Melden’s point is that the difference is not to be explained by 
postulating mysterious causal agents called ‘volitions’. Once again, 
this seems to be a case of an attack which (however damaging to 
some views) does not seem to affect Spinoza. It has already been 
argued (cf. II A, ad fin.) that Spinoza’s conatus (of which ‘will’ is a 
type: Eth. III 9 Sch.) is not a mysterious urge, some kind of ‘occult 
quality’. Further, Spinoza does not use the idea of conatus to ex- 
plain the difference between the voluntary and the involuntary. For 
him, everything that a human being does follows, at least in part, 
from conatus—both the actions that we call ‘reflex’ and those we 
call ‘deliberate’; the blink of an eye, as much as someone’s winking 
at somebody. In each case, someone is trying to preserve his own be- 
ing. The former—the blink—may be regarded as, for example, the 
removal of impurities that might damage the eye. The latter is 
much more complex; it might, perhaps, be seen as following from 
the desire to attract attention, which in turn is related to a man’s 
endeavour to preserve his own being. However, whether or not 
Spinoza can give an adequate account of this difference is not at 
issue here; what is relevant is the fact that he does not try to ac- 
count for the distinction between the voluntary and the involuntary 
by the presence or absence of acts of will. 

After this discussion of objections that do not seem relevant to 
Spinoza, it is time to consider some objections that are relevant. 
These involve the notion of power; the notion of what a thing can 
and cannot do. It has already been seen that Spinoza holds that a 
thing must do what it does, and cannot act in any other way. This 
obviously clashes with the ordinary use of words. For example, one 
might well say of a certain car, ‘This car can do 100 m.p.h.’, even 
though the car is not moving. Now, it would be hard to accept the 
idea that beliefs of this kind are mere superstitions—relics of the 
days before the appreciation of the fact that all events have causes. 
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Nor does Spinoza have to say this. He could consistently say that a 
car can (in a sense) do 100 m.p.h., even though it cannot do 
anything other than what it is now doing, namely, standing still. 
Suppose, for example, that at a given time ¢ the car is in its garage 
and that the engine is not running. The car does not do 100 m.p.h. 
at time t, and, in these circumstances, it cannot do 100 m.p.h. at 
time t. But this does not prevent Spinoza from saying that the car 
can do 100 m.p.h. at another time, under different conditions, or 
that it could have done 100 m.p.h. at time t, had the conditions 
been different. The notion of natural law seems relevant here. 
Spinoza could consistently assert that when we say that something 
can do what it is not doing, what we say involves a general state- 
ment of law. Such an analysis of the powers of things is considered, 
but rejected, by M. R. Ayers (op. cit., pp. 75 ff.). The view dis- 
cussed by Ayers is that the statement that this car can do 100 
m.p.h. is to be analysed as follows: Let (some of) the properties of 
this car be F, then it is not a law that anything F does not do 100 
m.p.h. There seems to be a conclusive objection (not mentioned by 
Dr. Ayers) to this analysis. It is not a law that anything painted red 
does not do 100 m.p.h., but one would hardly say that it follows that 
this red car can do 100 m.p.h. If, therefore, an account of possibility 
in terms of law is to stand up to criticism, the analysis must be 
reformulated. The following seems to be better: to say that this car 
can do 100 m.p.h. is to say that it follows from natural laws known 
to us that any car which has the properties F will, under certain 
specifiable conditions (e.g. if driven competently, on a good straight 
road, etc.) do 100 m.p.h.; and this car has the properties F. 

But however one formulates the view that the powers of a thing 
are to be defined in terms of natural laws, Ayers would argue that 
such a view is inadequate. His objection is that the same issues 
arise at the level of generality (i.e. at the level of natural law) as 
arise at the level of the particular (i.e. at the level of the powers of, 
say, this car), so a move from the particular to the general cannot 
settle them (op. cit., p. 77). The argument appears to be that to say 
(e.g.) that it is a law that ravens are black is not just to say that 
every actual raven has been, and will be black; it is to say that a 
nonblack raven is Impossible, i.e. that a raven cannot be nonblack. 
The impossibility to which Ayers refers here is of a nonlogical kind; 
he is saying in effect that if it is a law that all ravens are black, then 
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the proposition that all ravens are black is necessarily true, though 

it is not a logically necessary truth. Ayers argues that as this is so, 
_we may not use the notion of natural law to explain the notion of 
- what a thing can do, for problems of “‘can’ and ‘cannot’ recur at the 
level of natural laws themselves. Against this, it may be pointed out 
that the notion of nonlogical necessity is a highly controversial one; 
but even if one grants, for the sake of argument, that there is a 
necessity of this kind, it is hard to see why it should be wrong to use 
the notion of natural law to explain the notion of the powers of a 
thing. Ayers’ contention that the same problems recur does not 
seem to be justified. The problem of the nature of the necessity of 
natural laws is not the same as the problem of-the-nature of the 
powers of a thing, it is merely involved in it. By explaining power in 
terms of natural law we do not (as Ayers seems to suggest) meet the 
same old problem; we meet a new problem. 

However, there is another, and more important objection to be 
met. Dr. Ayers would argue that, even if Spinoza can give a 
satisfactory account of propositions such as “This car can do 100 
m.p.h.’—whether in terms of natural law, or, as Ayers would argue, 
in some other terms?6—the analysis provided cannot be applied to 
human beings. This is because (pp. 102 ff.) the power of a person to 
perform an action is essentially different from the power of a thing. 
Now, Spinoza does not appear to draw a distinction between the 
two; so much seems implied by his view that man is to be treated as 
a part of nature. It is important, therefore, to see if there is a dis- 
tinction here. ‘ 

Ayers’ argument involves a distinction (pp. 81-82) between 
what he calls ‘extrinsic’ and ‘intrinsic’ circumstances. For example, 
to say ‘If this car is provided with eight cylinders, it will do 100 
m.p.h.’ does not support the claim that this car can do 100 m.p.h. 
For a hypothetical statement to support such a claim, the ‘if? clause 
must not refer to something internal or intrinsic to the subject, 
affecting its essence. In other words, ‘x can do a’ does not mean 
that, in certain intrinsic circumstances, x will do a. Rather, it 
means that it will do a in certain extrinsic circumstances—e.g. (in 
the case of the car) if driven skilfully. Ayers admits (p. 85) that 
there are borderline cases—e.g. is a damp match capable of starting 
a fire?—but says that this fact does not cast doubt on the validity of 
the distinction. Let us, at any rate, accept the distinction. Its 
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relevance to the question of the difference between the powers of 
persons and of things is as follows. The powers of a thing (p. 103) de- 
pend, not on extrinsic, but on intrinsic circumstances. A car does 
not lose its powers if locked in a garage; it does lose them if its 
engine is removed. If one compares the powers of persons one notes 
that these, too, may depend on intrinsic circumstances. For exam- 
ple, ome may say of a man that he cannot excape if he has been ina 
cell so long that he has lost the use of his limbs. This case is com- 
parable to that of a car with no engine, or perhaps to one whose 
engine is rusty with long disuse; however, the powers of a person, 
unlike those of a thing, may depend very much on extrinsic cir- 
cumstances. For example, a perfectly healthy man, locked in a cell, 
is deprived of some of his powers. It would be absurd (p. 104) to take 
‘The prisoner can escape’ as meaning ‘In certain cir- 
cumstances—e.g. if not locked in a cell—he will do so’. In sum, to 
ascribe a power to a thing is merely to say something about the 
thing’s nature; to say that a man can do a certain action is not only 
to imply something about the man himself, but is also to imply that 
the circumstances are favourable to the action. 

But does this mean (as is argued by Ayers, p. 106) that it is a 
mistake to see in the powers of an inanimate object any close logical 
analogue to the powers of a person? It has already been noted that 
some ‘cannot’ statements which refer to human beings are of the 
same type as ‘cannot’ statements which refer to objects; to say of a 
paralysed man that he cannot escape is to use ‘cannot’ in the same 
way as when one says that a car without an engine cannot do 100 
m.p.h. In other words, to speak of the powers of a man is sometimes 
to speak of intrinsic circumstances; we may give as further ex- 
amples the statements “He can play the piano’ and ‘He can pick 
locks’, both of which can properly be made of a prisoner locked in a 
cell. Why, then, should it be said (as it certainly would be said) of a 
locksmith locked in a cell, and without the tools of his trade, that he 
cannot escape? Surely because he lacks a necessary condition for an 
actualisation or demonstration of his skill—much as a pianist may 
say, of a battered cottage piano, ‘I can play the piano—but not that 
piano’. Now, it is true to say that a man cannot display a power if a 
necessary condition of that display is absent; but this is an analytic 
truth, following from the very meaning of the term ‘necessary con- 
dition’. It is hard to see how an analytic truth of this kind can show 
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that there is any fundamental difference between the powers of per- 
sons and the powers of things. 

However, there is still another argument in favour of drawing a 
distinction between the powers of persons and of things. It may be 
the case (cf. Ayers, p. 106) that given the opportunity and the 
capacity to escape, a man still does not escape. But if an object has 
the power to do x, and if the extrinsic circumstances are right (e.g. a 
car is on a race-track, and is adequately supplied with fuel) then 
one expects it to do x; indeed, if in these circumstances it does not 
do x, one would deny that it had the power. Against this, it may be 
argued that what has been said is true only of the powers of some 
things. Suppose, for example, that there is a car which can do 100 
m.p.h., but which, if it did so regularly, would have a relatively 
short working life; consequently, the engine is fitted with a governor 
which stops the car going at this high speed. It may be argued that 
one may say of this car that it can do 100 m.p.h. but that it does 
not, even though the extrinsic circumstances are right. The impor- 
tant question here is whether the governor is to be counted as an ex- 
trinsic or an intrinsic circumstance. Ayers’ thesis would not be 
affected by the mere fact that a car which can travel at 100 m.p.h. 
does not do so. Such a car might, for example, always have cautious 
drivers, a fact which Ayers would count as an extrinsic cir- 
cumstance. On the other hand, a built-in governor does not seem to 
be an extrinsic circumstance; if it is removed, the car is radically 
altered. 

It might be objected that, even if the governor is regarded as an 
intrinsic circumstance, the counter-instance is not a genuine one; 
for the car, fitted with its governor, cannot go at 100 m.p.h. Yet 
there seems to be a sense in which it can—it is assumed to have the 
requisite engine, the requisite gears, etc. The objection might also 
be answered by saying that it could with equal justice be asserted of 
the prisoner who (it is alleged) could escape if he wished, that really 
he cannot escape. The factors that prevent him from escaping—e.g. 
a fear of what will happen to him if he is recaptured—are such that, 
given them, he cannot escape. 

Our discussion has moved some way from what Spinoza wrote, 
but it has always been relevant to his theories. The upshot of the in- 
quiry has been that there seems to be nothing in the arguments dis- 
cussed here to support the conclusion that the powers of persons 
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differ essentially from the powers of things. To this extent, then, 
Spinoza’s view that all human actions are necessitated has not been 
refuted. This is not to imply that other arguments cannot be 
brought successfully against such a view; but a consideration of this 
issue would go beyond the scope of the present paper. 


G. H. R. PARKINSON 
UNIVERSITY OF READING 


NOTES 


1 Ethics, UI, Definitions of the Affects, No. 20. Translations from Spinoza are my 
own. The text used is that of Gebhardt (4 vols.; Heidelberg: Carl Winter 1925); this 
is referred to as ‘G’. References are to volume number and page. 


2 A number of similar passages can be cited. Thus, in Eth. III 54, which refers to 
III 7, Spinoza speaks of ‘the mind’s endeavour or power’, and in Eth. III 28 he speaks 
of ‘the mind’s endeavour, or power of thought’ (conatus, seu potentia in cogitando) 
and of ‘the body’s endeavour, or power of action’ (conatus, seu potentia in agendo). 
Cf. Eth. UI 8, in which Spinoza speaks alternatively of ‘the power by which a thing 
exists’ and ‘the endeavour by which a thing exists’. 


3 Cf. Eth. III 6, which states that nothing has ‘in itself anything by which it can 
be destroyed. Eth. III 4, to which the proof refers, says that ‘While we attend only to 
the thing itself, and not to external causes, we can find nothing in it which could 
destroy it’. Compare also Spinoza’s geometrical version of Descartes’ Principles of 
Philosophy, II 14, in which he states that ‘Each thing, insofar as it is simple and un- 
divided, and is considered in itself alone, insofar as it is in itself (quantum in se est) 
always perseveres in the same state’. From this he infers (op. cit., II 14 Cor.) that a 
body which is once in motion will always continue to move, unless it is retarded by 
external causes. 

Strictly, only substance or God is ‘in itself (Eth. I Def. 3); but it is permissible to 
speak of a particular thing or mode as ‘in itself’, insofar as its power is the power of 
God or nature (Eth. IV 4; cf. Eth. I 24 Cor., If 45 Sch.). 


4 Exactly what Spinoza means by ‘motion’ and ‘rest’ is not wholly clear, though it 
seems that motion is not merely change of position, nor rest the same as absence of 
motion. Rather, ‘motion’ seems to be a kind of force which a moving body has, and 
‘rest’ seems to be resistance to impact. (See, e.g. Spinoza’s geometrical version of 
Descartes’ Principles, If 21, 22, and 22 Cors. 1-3.) 


5 On the communication of motion, cf. Ep. 32, G iv, 171-72; The Correspondence 
of Spinoza, trans. A. Wolf (London, 1928), pp. 210-11. 


5 It may be asked whether motion and rest, speed and slowness can differentiate 
one body from all others. Could not two or more ‘most simple bodies’ have the same 
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amounts of motion and rest, speed and slowness? Sp.noza might reply that they 
could, but that physics would not differentiate between such bodies. 


7 For the view that a thing’s endeavour or power is the essence of the thing, and 
conversely, see also Eth. III 54, IV Def. 8, IV 53. It should be noted that Spinoza is 
not merely saying that endeavour is essential to a thing, so that given a thing there is 
necessarily given an endeavour of that thing, and conversely (cf. Eth. II Def. 2). 
Rather, he is saying that ‘essence’ and ‘endeavour’ (or ‘power’) are identical. 


8 One could, of course, say that x has power over things (cf. Tractatus Politicus, 
2.9-10, on the phrase ‘swb potestate’). However, one would not mention these things 
when describing x’s powers, though one would mention them if one were describing 
what x owns. 


® It should be noted that there is in Spinoza a technical sense of the word ‘action’, 
according to which an action is what can be understood from our nature alone (Eth. 
Il Def. 2; cf. IV App., par. 2). But this sense is not what is in mind here. 


10 For objections to this view, cf. M. R. Ayers, op. cit., pp. 61, 74. 


11 Spinoza argues that each thing ‘expresses’ God, that is, the power by which God 
exists and acts. (By ‘expressing God’ he seems to mean—cf. Eth. I 25 Cor. and the 
references cited there—that each thing is in God and cannot be conceived without 
God). Now, if ‘power’ means ‘endeavour to persevere in one’s own being’, then one 
might suppose that Spinoza could stop there; though if he did, it could be objected 
that his argument rests ultimately on the ontological argument (Eth. I 11), to which 
Eth. I 34, cited in Eth. III 6, refers. However, Spinoza does not stop at this point, but 
goes on to say that no thing has in itself that by which it can be destroyed, but rather 
is opposed to everything that can destroy it (Eth. III 4 and 5). From this he draws the 
desired conclusion. The relation between this part of the argument and the part that 
refers to God is not clear, but it is possible that Spinoza is offering what amounts to 
an alternative proof. If so, the proof seems to fail. In saying that a thing is opposed to 
everything that can destroy it, Spinoza is really making a logical point, of the follow- 
ing kind. If a thing is not opposed to everything that can destroy it, then something 
that can destroy it can be in that thing; but Spinoza has just shown (Eth. III 4) that 
a thing can be destroyed only by an external cause. Given the premisses, the conclu- 
sion follows; but this is to say nothing about what a thing endeavours. 


12 Compare Spinoza’s account of two types of desire in Eth. IV App., pars. 1-2; the 
one type consists of passions, the other of ‘actions’ (on which cf. n. 9 above). 


13 Tt might seem open to Spinoza to say that the theory of conatus is about the way 
in which most people usually behave; in this form, the theory would state that most 
people most of the time (and perhaps some people all of the time) endeavour to 
preserve their own being. In other words, it could be seen as a theory about the 
average or typical human being, and as such it would be falsifiable. But Spinoza 
would not regard such a theory as his own. He is concerned to make universal 
statements about human beings, and not statements about what most people. do. 


14 This is suggested by Eth. IV Pref., G ii.207: to say that habitation is the final 
cause of this or that house is to say that ‘a man, from the fact that he has imagined 
the conveniences of domestic life, had the appetite for building a house’. 
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15 Cf. H. Hoffding, ‘Das erste Buch der Ethica’, Chronicon Spinozanum, ii, 1922, 
pp. 23, 39. The propositions in question are stated in terms of modes of thought, but 
may be generalised to cover modes of extension also, since ‘the order and connexion 
of ideas is the same as the order and connexion of things’ (Eth. II 7). 


16 Ep. 60, Giv.271; Wolf trans., p. 301. There, Spinoza is referring to God (cf. Eth. 
116 Cor. 1), but it seems that he could say the same of the conatus of a mode, such as 
a human being. 


17 See also Eth. I 32, ad fin. The words ‘vel coacta’ seem demanded also at the end 
of the enunciation of this proposition, otherwise Spinoza will be opposing ‘free’ to 
‘necessary’, which is not his usual practice. Cf. Ep. 56, G iv.259; Wolf trans., p. 287. 
See also L. Robinson, Kommentar zu Spinozas Ethik (Leipzig, 1928), p. 221. 


18 On what ‘follows’ from a thing’s essence—i.e. from its conatus or power—cf. IIA 
above. 


19 This would follow from Eth. I 29, which states that ‘in nature (in rerum natura) 
there is nothing contingent’. The line of argument developed above is equally 
Spinozist, but is more concrete. 


20 Or (as implied by Eth. I 17 Cor. 2), that thing is called ‘free’ which exists and 
acts by the necessity of its nature alone. 


21 In Eth. IV Def. 8 Spinoza says that by ‘virtue’ and ‘power’ he means the same. If 
this were so, it would be hard to see why he should need the term ‘virtue’. It seems 
more likely that he meant to say that by ‘virtue’ (which is of course connected with 
‘vir’, ‘man’) he means a type of power, namely human power. But the point is not of 
great importance. 


22 Cf, Eth. IV App., par. 7, which states that man cannot but be a part of nature 
and follow its ‘common order’. (To speak of following the ‘common order of nature’ is 
to speak of external necessitation: Eth. II 29 Sch.). 


23 Cf, Spinoza’s account of a ‘passion’ in Eth. III Def. 2; we ‘suffer’ insofar as 
something happens in us of which we are only a partial cause. It should be added 
that for Spinoza, ‘passion’ indicates impotence, Eth. IV App., par. 2, and so the man 
who has passions is ipso facto not free. 

24 Eth. I 28 is derived deductively from propositions about God, and there is no 
hint that it applies only to phenomena. It may be noted in passing that Spinoza’s 
modes are not illusions; what would be an illusion would be the supposition that 
what are really modes of substance are separate and independent objects. 

25 Cf. Melden’s rejection, p. 212, of the epiphenomentalist view that ‘the status of 
a person reduces to the vaporous after-effects of physiological processes’. 


26 Cf. Ayers, op. cit., pp. 68 ff., 80 ff. 


Stuart Hampshire 


Spinoza’s Theory 
of Human Freedom 


I 


Stimulated by the other contributors to this issue, I return to 
Spinoza’s philosophy of mind and to the account of freedom of 
mind which he considered compatible with the thesis of deter- 
minism. 

Spinoza argued for the following propositions: 


(1) For any human action or state of mind, a causal explanation 
could in principle be discovered of why exactly this action or state 
was performed or occurred. 


(2) The explanation usually mentions modifications of things in 
the subject’s environment among the principal causes of the action 
or state of mind. The action or state of mind is usually, at least in 
part, the effect of an interaction with external things; and the rela- 
tion between the external things and the effect is a law-like relation. 
I add the qualification ‘usually’, because there are occasions on 
which a person’s activity of thought proceeds independently of ex- 
ternal things, in accordance with the universal laws of purely 
rational thinking. 


(3) Human beings have a drive to preserve themselves, and a power 
of self-assertion, which has a physical and mental aspect, and 
which constitutes their essence as individuals. The mental aspect of 
this power is the capacity to think actively and the natural tenden- 


cy to substitute clear and adequate thought for inadequate thought. _ 


(4) Their actions and states of minds are, at least in part, effects, 
not only of external things, but also of their appetites, which are not 


| 
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necessarily conscious, and of their desires, which are conscious 
appetites. 


(5) Their fundamental appetite, from which all their more specific 
appetites are derived, is to preserve themselves and their own power 
and liberty in relation to external things. 


(6) The power of thought can be expressed at different levels of ac- 
tivity, and at different levels of independence of particular external 
things. At the highest level of thought and of knowledge, and in the 
tracing of intrinsic logical connections between thoughts, the sub- 
ject’s activity is completely independent of particular external 
things in his environment. This activity of mind constitutes the 
freedom of the subject; for this activity is not to be explained as the 
effect of particular external things acting upon him. 


(7) Different persons have this power of purely active thinking in 
different degrees, and each sane person has this power to some 
degree at some time. No one exercises this power for most of the 
time. 


(8) Some men may sometimes be liberated, to a greater or lesser 


degree, from their passions and become more active and enjoy more 
freedom of mind. When this happens, an explanation might be 
given of why this happened; and this explanation would mention 
the fortunate effect of external things as well as the previous states 


of the subject, and his inherent powers. 


(9) This partial liberation from the passions can be assisted in two 
principal ways; first, by an intellectual conversion consequent upon 
following the arguments which Spinoza provides. This is the utility 
of philosophy. Secondly, by medicine, that is, by an applied un- 
derstanding of the mechanisms of the body; the powers of the body 
incorporate the powers of the mind, and mental and physical 
powers must increase or diminish in unison. 


(10) Every man can truthfully say to himself that he could enjoy 
more freedom of mind than he actually now does: he could, if he 
resolved to turn his thought away, more than he does, from its 
passionate involvement with particular things around him and 
towards eternal things, which can be understood in the light of 
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reason. Reflecting on this possibility of liberation is by itself useful, 
although mere reflection is not by itself sufficient to liberate a man 
from his passions; for they depend upon his desires, which in turn 
depend, at least in part, upon the effect of external things upon 
him. Liberation from the passions is always partial, and most men 
will in all probability always be governed more by their passions 
than by their reason. 


The following consequences can perhaps be drawn from this 


general position: 


(1) 


(2) 


(3) 


Philosophical argument and moral exhortation are both useful 
and may often contribute to the liberation of men. It is not a 
waste of time to tell men how they ought to think and to live, 
and what the dictates of reason are, and what the genuine 
virutes of a free man are. Having these thoughts presented to 
them will have some effect upon their desires and interests, 
which determine their conduct. 


The moral virtues and defects of particular men are no less the 
intelligible effects of particular natural causes than the 
physical strengths and weaknesses of men. Any doctrine of 
moral responsibility which implies a sustainable distinction 
between natural and moral qualities is false doctrine. 


A truthful treatise on ethics, such as Parts II and IV of the 
Ethics, is to be compared with a treatise on medicine; it tells 
the reader what powers and strengths of mind a man may have, 
at best and at worst, and what the range of possibility is; and it 
describes the weaknesses men commonly have, and how these 
weaknesses commonly arise; just as a treatise on medicine tells 
the reader what an ideally healthy condition of the body is, and 
how various morbid states normally arise. The reader is told 
about the innate strengths of mind and of the body, and of their 
natural tendency towards a normal state, and of the external 
influences which will generally either sustain or undermine 
these strengths. 


(4) On the other hand there is an important difference between the 


purpose of writing, and the effect of reading, a treatise on ethics 
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and a treatise on medicine; thoughts are altered by other 
thoughts, and bodily states and processes by other physical 
processes. Whatever a man thinks, his thought is directly 
affected by hearing or reading the thoughts of others, and either 
assenting to, or dissenting from, them. So reading a treatise on 
ethics, such as Spinoza’s, and following its arguments, will have 
some immediate and direct effect, and be directly beneficial; 
but reading a treatise on the health of the body will only be in- 
directly beneficial, through the effect that it has on the sub- 
ject’s thought about the physical operations to be performed. 
So philosophy has a certain priority, or advantage, over other 
studies as an instrument for increasing human happiness; it has 
this advantage, because in reflection, which is the work of 
philosophy, thought is directly modifying thought. If you 
succeed in changing a man’s conception of what is good for him, 
and therefore change the direction of his interests, you will 
directly affect his happiness. 


Spinoza plainly denies the following proposition: that to tell 
some individual what he ought to do (e.g. to be calm and 


- rational and to look for causes) is to imply that there exists 


nothing which is sufficient to prevent that individual on that 
occasion from so acting. To prescribe what ought to be done is 
to say what a rational and free man would do. It is not useless to 
call attention to the dictates of reason, even if, in the particular 
circumstances, and because of the particular causal factors in 
the case, the particular man or men addressed will not follow 
the dictates of reason. Any attention to the dictates of reason 
will have some effect, and generally a good one. 


II 


We come therefore to the traditional and post-Kantian 


problem of free-will, and to the interpretations of the relevant uses 
of ‘can’ and ‘could have’, which Spinoza’s doctrine allows. 


First, a general point about ‘can’, to which Professor Parkinson 


alludes and which is not to be found explicitly stated in Spinoza. 
When we say of an individual, or of a class of persons, or of men in 
general, that they can do Y, or that they have the power or capacity 
to do X, the context determines what the implied conditions of the 
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possible performance are. A power to do X is always a power to do X 
under certain conditions, supposed to be held constant in the con- 
text; and one cannot know a priori, but only from the context, what 
these limiting conditions are supposed to be. Unless we know what 
these supposed conditions are, we cannot determine the truth or 
falsity of the statement of possibility. 

In the Ethics, and in the De Emendatione, Spinoza is ap- 
propriately concerned with the powers of men, and the powers of 
the mind, in general, and when men are functioning under the best 
possible conditions; and the limits of possibility here are set by the 
status of men as finite modes, and by their inevitable interactions 
with external things. He is not writing about the powers that you or 
I usually possess, or that you or I possess at any particular time. He 
does sometimes mention powers which all normal thinking men at 
all times possess; for instance, the power to form common notions 
and to apprehend immediately the truth of certain fundamental, 
necessary truths. His discussion of the possibilities of improvement 
open to men, and of what they are capable of and can achieve, 
remains entirely general; and this is what one would expect in a 
treatise on ethics. The writer of such a treatise will naturally 
presuppose the normal conditions of social order as he knows them, 
and the normal variety of human dispositions, as he knows them, 
and then consider the gap between what men are capable of achiev- 
ing under these usually prevailing conditions and what they would 
be capable of achieving under the best humanly attainable con- 
ditions. The absolute upper limit of possibility is fixed by more 
general philosophical arguments; men are finite modes, and what 
they can know and understand about the eternal structure of things 
is therefore limited. 

There is a third kind of implied condition which someone 
writing a treatise on ethics is likely to invoke; the powers that men 
would possess if they thought correctly about ethics and if they 
recognised the truth of the writer’s conclusions. It is a reasonable 
assumption that someone who writes about the utility of 
philosophy, as Spinoza does in the introduction to the De Emen- 
datione and elsewhere, must believe that philosophical errors have 
helped to prevent men from achieving what they are capable of 
achieving under conditions of philosophical enlightenment. He 
therefore writes about the powers of men to do things which they do 
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not now do, because of their curable illusions and intellectual con- 
fusions. Their powers are limited by purely intellectual errors and 
by false philosophies of mind. Their actual freedom and happiness 
are, in this particular respect, less than they could be—i.e. less than 
they would be, if they were converted by argument to a less partial 
understanding of their own powers and interests. For example, they 
have the power to control many of their passive emotions, and to 
substitute active emotions for them, provided that they once realise 
that the objects of their passive emotions are not the true causes of 
them, and provided that they set themselves methodically to un- 
derstand the true causes of their emotions. Men are capable of en- 
joying much greater happiness than they ordinarily enjoy, and of 
freeing themselves from much fear and suffering, provided that 
they train themselves to think clearly in the manner that Spinoza 
describes. 

It may in fact be beyond the power of any given individual 
reader of Spinoza to think sufficiently clearly, and with sufficient 
_ detachment, to liberate himself from his most destructive passions. 
There may be factors in his history and environment ‘which have 
destroyed this power of detachment in him. A test of. whether he 
does i in fact possess this power will be found in “his actual perfor- 
mances, and in the history of his thought, after his reading of 
Spinoza. An individual reader may even fail to understand, or fail 
to be convinced by, Spinoza’s arguments, and his passions may 
make him cling to the conventional morality of free-will, divine 
freedoms and punishment; he may be incapable of enlightenment 
because of the ruling passions that overwhelm his detached 
thought. Spinoza cannot know what the effect of his argument will 
be in any individual case, unless he knows a vast amount about the 
history, and consequent temperament, of the person concerned. He 
can only hope that his arguments come to the attention of persons 
whose power of active, clear thinking has not been destroyed by 
their passions. Spinoza is certainly not always clear about the im- 
plied limiting conditions when he is writing about what the free 
man can do in the way of controlling and directing his emotions; 
sometimes he has in mind an ideal social order, and an ideal 
psycho-physical temperament, and conditions which, though not 
unattainable in principle, are very improbable; and sometimes he 
has in mind (particularly in his two political works) a not im- 
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probable, improved social order, and not improbable, improved 
psycho-physical temperaments. 

When we consider the possibilities from the point of view of the 
reader, it is obvious, first, that he is interested at all times in in- 
creasing his own powers and liberty in relation to external things; 
this is the innate drive, or conatus, common to all men. Whatever a 
man’s actual powers of mind may be at any time, and whatever the 
degree of his servitude to the passions and of his confusion of mind, 
he will wish to strengthen his own power and liberty, even if his 
attempts to do this are entirely misguided and if they in fact have 
the opposite effect. There is therefore a sense in which any man 
always sees open possibilities of action before him. At least he is 
always striving, or trying, to achieve a greater power and liberty, 
and a greater happiness, than he actually possesses, even though 
his conception of what constitutes his power and liberty may be en- 
tirely confused and erroneous. What he actually achieves will never 
be the effect only of his own efforts and activity of mind; it will also 
be the effect of the influence of external things upon his less than 
conscious thought and on his feelings. The principal difference 
between the comparatively free man, the successful Spinozist, and 
the unenlightened man, slave to his passions, is that the free man 
has an active understanding of the causes of his passions, and by 
means of this understanding, and of his scientific and philosophical 
interests, he is partially liberated from the passions. This is the 
turning point in Spinoza’s theory which allows him, as he believes, 
to maintain the stance of a prescriptive moralist while still holding 
to the thesis of determinism. The thesis of determinism is that 
every case of success and every case of failure in self-liberation is to 
be explained by some antecedent natural causes, and that, given 
these antecedent conditions, the outcome could not have been 
different from what it actually was. _ 

Spinoza’s argument turns on his conception of thought and of 
reflection, developed as a correction to the Cartesian philosophy of 
mind. When I reflect on the causes of my particular beliefs, desires 
and sentiments, and ask myself why I have them, my beliefs, 
desires and sentiments are directly modified by the process of 
reflection. If the thought of the causes of my belief, or my desire, or 
my fear, is changed, the belief, or desire, or fear itself is changed. 
When the subject’s conception of the cause is changed, the object of 
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the belief, desire, or fear is usually changed also; for we cannot 
clearly specify the object of the belief, desire, or emotion without 
considering what determines us to have this state of mind or at- 
titude, and what would change it. The questions ‘Why do you think 
that?’, ‘Why do you want that to be true?’, ‘Why do you fear that?’ 
are not independent of ‘What do you think, want, fear?’, and the 
latter questions are not independent of the former. The precise rela- 
tion between specifying the cause and specifying the object is 
different in the three cases: Spinoza concentrates attention on the 
relation of the cause of the thought to the object, or content, of the 
thought. 

Reflection is the normal functioning of the conscious mind. 
Beliefs and desires, and the sentiments compounded out of them, 
are constantly being changed, and directed towards different ob- 
jects, not only by the association of ideas, but also by active reflec- 
tion. These are the two mechanisms by which thoughts are re- 
combined and modified: they are the two levels of thinking, the one 
passive and largely unconscious, the other constituting actively 
directed, fully conscious thinking. 

Most of our ordinary beliefs, and particularly perceptual 
beliefs, are formed without conscious reflection and through the 
mechanisms of the association of ideas; they are not the outcome of 
conscious and controlled inference and argument. The beliefs and 
desires so formed may at any time be amended, and the associative 
links replaced, by conscious inference and argument, as a man ac- 
tively reviews his own thought. This activity of conscious reflection 
on the sources of beliefs and desires justified Spinoza in taking the 
stance of a prescriptive moralist. He can reasonably call on his 
readers to examine, or re-examine, the sources of their beliefs, 
desires and sentiments, and to do this systematically. He proposes 
a programme of reviewing the interconnections of thought, and this 
programme is the first precept of the morality that he prescribes. 
Everyone is capable of this activity of reflection, though to different 
degrees, and therefore the prescription cannot be useless; not only 
that, but the programme shows thought as it can be in a rational 
mind, and makes explicit and clear the distinction between 
different levels of knowledge, a distinction that is confused and un- 
certain in most men’s minds. The reader is given a clear target at 
which to aim; and having this target suggested to him will always 
have some effect upon his thought. 
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The causes of thoughts are other thoughts, and the laws of the 
concatenation of thoughts are either laws of association or laws of 
rational necessity. Every passage of thought, or sequence of ideas, is 
embodied in some physical changes in the body; and every bodily 
change is represented in thought, although not necessarily, or 
usually, in conscious thought. A man’s desires and emotions are 
thoughts and they also represent a particular configuration of bodi- 
ly elements. There are physical causes, within and outside the 
body, of the configuration of bodily elements, and the thoughts of 
the objects of desire and sentiments can be explained in accordance 
with the general laws of thought. 

Professor Matson interestingly explains the identity of specific 
thought and specific bodily change by an analogy: a sequence of 
type, of inscriptions, can also be a sequence of meanings. | think 
that the analogy can be brought nearer to Spinoza’s intention if the 
identity resides in the activity of writing the inscriptions and the 
activity of thinking the thoughts, which are both activities of a per- 
son. As he writes, and in writing, he thinks, and as‘he thinks, he 
writes. The sequence of thoughts is to be explained by the laws of 
thought; the sequence of muscular movements and the marks on 
paper by physical laws. Perhaps closer still; there is the physical ac- 
tivity of looking at an object (motions of muscles, eyes, and brain) 
and the activity of determining what it is: again, there is the bodily 
activity which heard music stimulates (motions in ears and brain et 
cetera) and the activity of descrying the musical themes. There is a 
sense in which thinking, as an activity, is inseparable from an ac- 
tivity within the body, and particularly in the brain. But there is no 
proper sense in which the motions in the body explain the changes 
of thought, or in which changes in thought explain changes in bodi- 
ly states and motions. Thoughts cannot be subsumed under laws of 
motion, and physical motions cannot be subsumed under laws of 
the concatenation of ideas. My body physically records the features 
of the natural order, as external things impinge upon it: the collec- 
tion of ideas, which constitutes my mind, is a reading or representa- 
tion of this record. 

Not all modifications of the body are at the same time 
modifications of consciousness. In Spinoza’s theory of mind reflex- 
ive thought corresponds to fully conscious thought. There are many 


44 Stuart Hampshire 


perceptions which are in no sense conscious perceptions. Active 
thinking is described by Spinoza as if it were a kind of perception, 
and he discriminates the different levels of thought by the nature of 
its objects as well as by the active-passive contrast. Common 
notions, which are Spinoza’s version of innate ideas, are the natural 
materials of active thought. Their physical embodiments are uni- 
versal features of physical things. Freedom, and liberation from 
the passions and from muddled thinking, depends on the power of 
an individual’s mind to follow a truly consecutive order of thought, 
and not to be diverted by every transient stimulus from outside; 
and there is a corresponding power of the body to maintain itself in 
a normal state in spite of external disturbances. 

Spinoza holds himself to be justified in describing at length the 
contrast between servitude and freedom of mind, because there is 
something that each individual can do to make himself less the 
slave of his passions than he actually is: ‘Can do’, where the implied 
condition is ‘if he will constantly direct his reason to reflect on the 
causes of his passions’, and if everything else is held constant. He 
has the power to reflect on the causes of his own beliefs, desires and 
sentiments; and, by reflecting, and by bringing the less than con- 
scious causes to consciousness, he can change them. He can do this, 
in the sense that he possesses the requisite instruments of thought; 
but it does not follow that J, who possess these instruments of im- 
provement, can use them, in the sense that there is no external 
cause which will prevent me from using them. Abstracting from the 
particular external causes that have formed, and are forming, my 

- passions, it is true to say that I have some power, but not unlimited 
power, to liberate myself from my passions and to convert them into 
active emotions. But I will discover experimentally, that is, by try- 
ing, what limits have actually been set by particular external things 
and by native endowment on the full exercise of these powers. And 
there are general laws of psychology to be discovered which would 
explain by reference to causes my failures to think clearly about the 
causes of my passions, and which would thereby explain my failure 
to modify my passions. But each individual may usefully ask 
himself whether he is using his inborn power of clear and detached 
reflection to the utmost. From the standpoint of any individual, 
that is the central moral question. 

There are two respects in which Spinoza’s doctrine is 
altogether different from that of the ordinary scientific materialist: 
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first, Spinoza held that there was a peculiar feature of psychic 
causality, which sets it apart from physical causality, namely, that 
a man’s thought about the causes of his thoughts modifies the 
original thoughts: secondly, that the operations of the mind, when 
employed on its proper business of pure thought, are not to be ex- 
plained in the common order of nature and by transient causes; the 
mind is capable of following an entirely rational order of thought, 
and of being altogether independent of external causes. I cannot 
think of a scientific determinist who has suggested, or who would 
accept, either of these two characteristic doctrines of Spinoza. 
Spinoza is sometimes wrongly represented as defining the freedom 
of the agent simply as knowledge of the necessity of the causal con- 
nections that determines the agent’s actions and passions: as if his 
philosophy of freedom was a form of stoicism. This is a misreading 
of the De Emendatione and of the Ethics. He does not identify 
freedom of mind with knowledge of the necessity of my actual states 
of mind; this is indeed a necessary condition of freedom, but it is 
not a sufficient one. Scientific determinism, and the doctrine that 
the agent’s freedom consists in the recognition of the necessary con- 
nections which science discovers, are naturally and often combined 
in a single philosophy. But this is not Spinoza’s final position in the 
Ethics, which makes larger claims, and upon two main grounds. 
First, that the knowledge that a man has sub specie aeternitatis of 
the rational order of things is a quite different kind of knowledge, 
and is part of a quite different state of mind, from the knowledge 
that a man may have sub specie durationis of the common order of 
nature: and secondly, a radical turning away, or conversion, from 
one level of understanding to another is possible for some men at 
some times, and temporarily. When this transition has been made, 
and while its effects last, a man is not principally interested in his 
own particular and temporary situation or in the objects and per- 
sons who happen to be in his environment. He enjoys his detach- 
ment from these interests and for a time he enjoys also a very clear 
and comprehensive vision of reality; and this vision has its own in- 
ternal marks of adequacy and truth, and his mind is at rest init and 
is satisfied by it. We all intermittently enjoy this satisfaction when 
our thought is rational and clear and entirely adequate. But very 
few men are capable of bringing their own immediate interests and 
passions under the continuing attention of this detached reason. 
When they do, they are free men, and they enjoy their power. 
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I do not claim to understand what Spinoza meant when he 
wrote of the immortality of the mind in some of its aspects. But it is 
certain that, unlike scientific determinists of the present day, he 
did claim that some thought is not to be explained within the 
framework of events in the common order of nature at all; such 
higher thought is to be explained by reference to a rational order 
which is not an order of temporal succession. Some part of.one’s 
mind survives the destruction of the body, in virtue of being part of 
the infinite idea which reflects the permanent structure of the 
physical universe. This claim is a corollary of the claim that, at the 
highest level of knowledge, men’s ideas coincide with the infinite 
idea of God. This transcendence of the immediate environment, 
spatial and temporal, is the way to freedom of mind; and of course 
this is not a possibility which a scientific determinist recognises. 


IV 


As I have suggested elsewhere (‘‘A Kind of Materialism,” 
Presidential Address in Proceedings of the Eastern Division of the 
American Philosophical Association, 1970), the present relevance of 
Spinoza’s philosophy of mind, as I understand it, is to be found in 
the twin doctrines (1) that causal explanation of thought differs 
from causal explanation of physical states in one respect: that the 
subject’s inquiry into, and knowledge of, the cause always modifies 
the effect, and (2) that any thought can be made the object of 
another thought, and through this power of reflection human beings 


; can be, temporarily and to some degree, independent of their en- 


vironment in their activity. I think that (1) is a truth which is 


overlooked by most contemporary philosophers of mind. The argu- 
ment in Part III and Part IV of the Ethics, sketching the conversion 
of the passions into active emotions, makes most of the essential 
points by implication rather than explicitly; and the scholastic ter- 
minology obscures the argument for a contemporary reader. I 
would restate the argument as follows. (1) The emotions and 
propositional attitudes are distinguished from each other principal- 
ly by their actual and notional causes, where the notional cause is 
the subject’s thought about the cause. (2) The subject’s thought of 
the object of the emotion (what he fears, is angry with and about) 
and of the propositional attitudes includes a thought about the 
cause or occasion: if his thought of the cause or occasion is substan- 
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tially changed, his thought of the object will be changed; and if the 
subject’s thought of the object is changed, his dispositions and 
behaviour are correspondingly changed. (3) The subject of any emo- 
tion, or propositional attitude, which has an intentional object, has 
an authority, though not an overriding one, in determining what his 
state of mind is and what its object is (e.g. whether he fears and 
what specifically he fears): if he believes that he fears A, or is en- 
vious of B because of C, or that he is discouraged by D, or hopes for 
E because of F, this belief has to be included in any adequate ac- 
count of his state of mind, even if the belief is erroneous. If the 
belief is erroneous, then his state of mind must be a confused and 
complex one. 

It follows that if a man’s beliefs about his own states of mind 
are changed, as a result of systematic reflection on causes and of a 
better understanding of the psychological laws involved, his 
emotions and his attitudes change also: and consequently his 
pleasures and pains, and his conduct: for men are governed by their 
emotions. That which a man thinks that he loves or hates, and the 
reason why he loves or hates it, as he thinks, may not coincide with 
that which, in the light of full self-knowledge, he would say that he 
loves or hates. But perhaps he does, to some extent and in some 
way, confusedly want what he thinks that he wants, merely in vir- 
tue of the fact that he thinks that he does, and because he therefore 
sometimes acts as if he does. Spinoza’s account of the intellectually 
unenlightened man is a description of confused and conflicting 
emotions and desires, of ‘fluctuation of mind’. The enlightened 
man, who has true beliefs about the causes of his own emotions and 
who knows clearly what he wants and why he wants it, is com- 
paratively singleminded. A perpetual effort to be more detached 
and reflective is the best that we can do towards attaining some 
degree of self-knowledge and some degree of autonomy. 

His is an interesting, not implausible, account of freedom of 
mind, as the detachment from causes in the common order of 
nature, a detachment that lasts while self-critical thinking lasts. 
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Spinoza has told us that knowledge of the union that the mind 
has with the whole of nature is the true and highest good (De 
Intellectus Emendatione, ed. Van Vloten and Land, p. 6). That un- 
ion (Ethics, Il, Prop. XIII) consists in the body’s being the object of 
the idea constituting the mind; or as. “stated_slightly differently 
(e. g., at II, Prop. XIX),! the rivet s being the idea itself or the 
knowledge of the human-—body..-If to interpret this cryptic 
pronouncement we appeal to the definition of idea as “‘a conception 
of the mind which the mind forms because it is a thinking thing,” 
then mind turns out to be a conception which the mind forms of the 
body. This looks deplorably circular. Let us go at it more obliquely. 


I. The Division of Man 


Man is composed of mind and body (Il, Prop. XIII, Cor.). 
_ Spinoza defines neither mind nor body. If this does not matter 
about body, which ‘exists as we perceive it,’ it is otherwise with 
mind, which in philosophy is a theoretical term. The distinction of 
these components in man is not obvious to perception, nor is it un- 
ambiguously marked in ordinary discourse, nor do philosophers 
who make the distinction agree on how to make it and what is to go 
on each side. 
In considering Spinoza’s use of the word mind it is not much 
help to notice that the mens of the Ethics is evidently the same as 
the ziel of the Short Treatise, for the soul presents at least as many 
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problems of circumscription as the mind does. Perhaps Spinoza’s 
shift of terminology between the two works is explained in the 
remark after the definition of Mens in the Principles of Cartesian 
Philosophy (VL page 118): “I speak here of Mind rather than Soul, 
for the latter is equivocal and often misused as a name for a bodily 
thing.’ But Spinoza would not accept the definition (or rather, 
theory) there given: “Substance in which thought inheres im- 
mediately, is called Mind’’—and even if he did, it would not help 
us. 

Before we can try to state Spinoza’s theory of mind clearly, we 
need to know what comprised the denotation of the term for him. A 
survey of the Ethics shows that the mind, in general, acts (II Def. 3) 
and suffers (III 1); more particularly, it forms conceptions (II a 
3); perceives (II 11 C) the body and what happens in it (II 12, 13), a 
well as the nature of many other bodies (II 16 C 1); emembi 
(a C); knows itself (I 23) and the body gill 19) in a way, but i in 


another way does not dL oes 24), yet has adequate knowledge of God 


* (147); imagines (1117 8): affirms and negates (II 49 S); and 


restrains the affects (III 56S). We are told explicitly that the mind 
does not form images (II 17 S), nor move the body (III 2; nor is the 
mind moved by the body), nor tremble or laugh (III 59 S). 

This list is not consonant with ordinary English usage, nor, I 
daresay, Latin. We may say of a man that he has an active mind, 
but we do not construct such sentences as ““my mind perceives my 
body,” ‘“my mind knows the nature of yonder tomato,” “my mind 
restrained my lust,” nor even, pace Descartes, ‘“my mind is now 
thinking.” In fact, a single instance is hard to-find in which the 
word mind occurs straightforwardly as the subject of a transitive 
verb of action in the active voice. To point this out is not to 


does use the word as a term of art whose meaning we must not sup- 


(pose we know just because we pronounce the vocable every day. 


The list is, however, a typical (incomplete) philosophical in- 
ventory of ‘the mind’s operations.” Perceiving, conceiving, 
remembering, knowing, imagining, affirming—why do philosophers 
pick these out to form a special list from which they exclude in- 
specting, composing, testifying, narrating, laughing, swearing, and 
digesting? They think of the former as constituting a natural class. 
What is its defining characteristic? To this question various 
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answers are given, each of which supplies the substance of a “‘theory 
of mind”’: (1) that they are private; (2) that they are the immediate 
operations of the mind; (3) that they are the varieties of con- 
sciousness; (4) that they constitute the domain of the predicate ‘“‘is 
certain of.” But as for Spinoza, (1) he expressly rejects privacy 
(II 3); (2) he does not allow for any mediate operations of the mind 
with which these might be contrasted (III 2); (3) he does not make 
consciousness a necessary condition for mind (II 12 would otherwise 
be incredible), nor even a sufficient condition (III 59 S); and (4) he. 
utterly rejects skepticism (III 10 et passim). 

But the items in the Mind list have a negative characteristic in 
common; _they ; are evidently. not motions nor, reducible to motions. 
They. are. human.activities (or at any rate it is natural and tempting 
to use this word.about.them-—they.are.at least happenings, changes 
of some sort) that.do. not. involve, gross, observable movements of 
the tissues. This is perhaps the real underlying rationale for the 
division between the mental and the physical. that philosophers 
have drawn even when their official descriptions are in terms of 
other features. Motionlessness easily accounts for privacy: any out- 
ward sign, by which you might detect my thoughts, is necessarily a 
motion. But I can think without moving. And that, it seems, is all I 
can do without moving; thought and privacy are coextensive. 

Having established this equation, other human activities such 
as piano-playing, lecturing, and fighting, which do include motions, 
and which seem to the naive observer to be unities (hence “I lec- 
ture,’ etc.—neither “my mind lectures” nor ‘“‘my body lectures,”’ 
much less “my mind and my body join in lecturing’’), are 
philosophically analyzed into two parts, one the bodily motions, the 
other the motionless/‘conscious” accompaniments. 

This is the way.Spinoza.divided up mind and body, as appears 
from. his. making motion.and understanding | the immediate infinite ~ 
modes, of the.attributes.of.extensici-and.thought respectively (KV, 
Chapter 9)—indeed it is clear from the very distinction of the two 
attributes themselves. Understanding must here be taken as the 
name of the class of all items of reality, that can come within our 
cognizance, that are not particular modes of the infinite mode of 
motion and rest. Thus it includes feeling and willing, for example, 
and as we have noticed already, it is not limited to items of con- 
sciousness. 
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Il. The Mind-Body Problem 


Actions of the one class impinge on those of the other in almost 
everything a man does. But philosophers, including Spinoza, have 
concentrated their attention on two types of situations: sense 
perception and willing. To describe these as neutrally as possible: 
sense perception is when movements of the world exterior to my 
body induce motions in my body, particularly in the eyes and other 
sense organs, and concomitantly with these motions there occurs an 
awareness of some sensation or feeling. Willing is when I decide to 
do something—this deciding is an identifiable feeling, or if that is 
not the right word, at least it is an awareness—and shortly 
afterwards the appropriate muscles move to initiate the action 
decided upon. 

Yet these descriptions are far from neutral—we don’t use such 
words as sensation, feeling, and awareness in these ways, not 
because philosophy is so strange to us, but because this division is. 
Be that as it may, the happenings on the physical side are (and 
already were in Spinoza’s day) in broad outline, subjects of uncon- 
troversial knowledge. Spinoza expounds the physiology of sense 
perception in terms of a change in the body’s proportion of motion 
to rest, brought about by external causes impinging on the sense 
organs, the change being propagated ultimately to the central ner- 
vous system (II 14 and preceding lemmata; KV, Appendix 2). In vi- 
sion, an image is formed inside the body; but Spinoza warns us 
emphatically (II 48 S, I1 49 S) not to confuse images, which are 
physical, “formed of bodily motions alone,”’ “at the back of the eye, 
or, if you please, in the middle of the brain,” with ideas, which are 
thoughts and not pictorial. 

Spinoza had no need to discuss the physiology of voluntary ac- 
tion, which, once we get beyond its putative mental precursors, is if 
anything more straightforward in its physiology. 

The Mind-Body Problem, generalized from such commonplace 
examples, may straightway be put as: How are those human ac- 
tivities that are not motions related to those that are? (For reasons 
mentioned above, Spinoza would reject the commoner but less 
perspicuous formulation, How is consciousness related to bodily ac- 
tivity?) But before going ahead to the philosophical theorizing, let 
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us ask what need there is for it. Leaving aside the historically 
decisive motive, the desire to provide a separable personality to sur- 
vive death, is there-any_reason_not.to.be content with physiology? 
We want an explanation of sense perception. Why is it not enough . 
to do the best we can to describe how the cornea, tympanum, taste 
buds, nerves and brain all do their work? That would be like the 
way we explain earthquakes, supernovas, and digestion. Why can_ 
we not set out the ascertainable facts,.add ‘‘—and that is what see- 
ing ‘ing (smelling, thinking, deciding) is.”’, then stop? What would be 
left out? 

Some philosophers have held that indeed nothing would be left ° 
out, that the physiological explanation | is in principle complete. 
activities, they postulate micro-motions under the skin as the 
putatively private happenings. There can be no change of any kind 
that is not at bottom a motion of bodies, they hold. Significantly, 
they are accused of denying mind. But many will agree that 
Hobbes, the foremost advocate of this view, in the very act of 
stating it exposed its inadequacy: ‘‘All which qualities called sensi- 
ble, are in the object that causeth them, but so many several 
motions of the matter, by which it presseth our organs diversely. 
Neither in us that are pressed, are they anything else, but divers 
motions; (for motion, produceth nothing but motion.) But their 
appearance to us is Fancy...” (Leviathan, Chapter 1.) For the 
Malmesburyan philosophy (so they say) here is forced into making 
two correlative distinctions in violation of materialist principles: 
the first, between motion and its appearance, the second, surrep- 
titiously, between the us who are matter in motion and the us to 
whom the appearance of motion is “Fancy.” And any attempt to 
make the appearance and the deutero-us into motions would 
generate a vicious regress. So, they conclude, physiology is not 
enough. Only philosophy can make the Mind-Body relation in- 
tellizible. = 

Spinoza did not deem reductive materialism worthy of discus- 
sion. In two passages of The Improvement of the Understanding the 
notion ‘‘that there are bodies which, by their composition alone, 
give rise to intellect’’ is offered as a specimen of obvious falsity; and 
he tells us that ‘when we know the nature of the soul, we cannot im- 
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agine it as square, though anything may be expressed verbally.” In 
the Short Treatise (Part II, Preface), seeking an appropriate 
categorical pigeonhole for the soul by exhaustive division, he says 
that soul “‘cannot be a mode of extension, because, etc.’’-—which is 
the via brevissima in refutations. 

Spinoza has nothing to say about reductive idealism. Now if 
not everything is matter, nor mind, the possibility still remains that 
the two exhaust reality between them. And if the Mind-Body 
Problem is a genuine problem, the dualist solution of Descartes is 
perhaps the solution that presents itself with maximal obviousness, 
and has the greatest immediate appeal. Thus Spinoza, who general- 
ly eschews polemics, devotes two fairly long passages (III 2S and V 
Preface) to its demolition. The attack is focused not on the doctrine 
of two substances, from which his own view might be thought to 
differ only subtly and minimally, but on the speculations concern- 
ing interaction. Thus Descartes has the honor (I use the word 
without irony) of being the only philosopher of Spinoza’s era to be 
discussed by name in the Ethics. It suffices against the pineal gland 
to set out the hypothesis in deadpan summary. In III 2 the target is 
not an exclusively philosophical theory but the monarchical model 
of man, which, though perhaps originated by philosophers and 
theologians, has passed into the common consciousness. After 
denying the possibility of interaction in II] 2, Spinoza in the 
scholium battles against our habit of conceiving deliberate action 
as analogous to command and obedience (or rebellion). He is par- 
ticularly concerned to abolish this kind of thinking because of the 
support it affords to the doctrine of free will. He repeats his anti- 
libertarian argument from I Appendix, that we believe we are free 
only because we are ignorant of the causes that determine the mind. 
Proceeding to observe that we are ignorant likewise of ‘‘what the 
body, without being determined by the mind, can do.. . from the 
laws of nature alone, in so far as nature is considered merely as cor- 
poreal,”” he instances the amazing feats reported of sleepwalkers. 
This indecisive empirical argument should be read ad hominem, for 
on Spinoza’s own principles the separation of body from mind for a 
method-of-agreement experiment is necessarily out of the question. 
The passage is additional evidence that Spinoza did not equate 
mind and consciousness. 
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III. Mind and Body as Attributes 


From his rejections we can infer that Spinoza recognized two 
necessary conditions of an adequate theory of mind: 


1. It should be nonreductive: mind is not really matter, nor is 


matter really mind. “The [material] object has nothing of 
Thought, and is realiter different from the Soul.” KV, Appendix 2. 
‘Man is composed of mind and body.” (II 138 C.) 

2. It should reject interaction: “The body cannot determine 
the mind to thought, neither can the mind determine the body to 
motion nor rest, nor to anything else, if there be anything else.” 
(Ii.2.) 


These conditions imply psychophysical parallelism, which in- < 


deed seems to be the express_ content of the. master proposition ] int Mi, 
“The order and connection of ideas is the same as the order ira 
connection of things. ” We may thus be tempted not to take serious- 
ly Spinoza’ s insistence that mind and body are not substances but 
attributes of one substance, especially when we remember that not 
only substance but each attribute of substance must be “‘conceived 
through itself’ (110). And after all, Spinoza himself apparently 
once used the words substance and attribute synonymously (KV, 
Chapter 7). If we see clearly that thought and extension have 
“nothing at all in common’’ (KV, Chapter 2), it seems merely ver- 


bal to explain their union by averring that they are united in © 


God—like saying that parallel lines meet at infinity. Anyway, if you 
are going to insist on this device, why not make the connection of 
mind and body to be that of being joint effects of the divine 


causality—in other words, why not be an Occasionalist and have + 
done_with it? And language can be found susceptible of 1 interpreta- 


tion in such a sense. 

Nevertheless, these speculations are unprofitable. II7 S is 
decisive: ‘‘A mode of extension and the idea of that mode are one 
and the same thing expressed in two different ways,” a dictum 
repeated at III 2 S. Mind and body cannot determine each other 
simply because_nothing can intelligibly be said to interact with 


itself. And it is misleading, at least, to ‘speak « of ‘ “psychophysical _ kK 


parallelism” ” when the alleged parallels ar are not ot separable. The other 


——— 
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label that one finds in the textbooks, ‘‘double aspect theory,” 
presumably derives from the remark just quoted, “one and the 
same thing expressed in two different ways” (“una eademque est 
res, sed duobus modis expressa’’). But this says nothing of two 
aspects, only of two expressions. The difference is important. Two 
aspects require two observers, or at least two observation points; 
and what might those be? That is how mythological entities 
proliferate. 

But now, what has become of the distinction realiter between 
mind and body? To answer this question we need only to take 
seriously Spinoza’s doctrine of one substance with different at- 
tributes. This is no mystery. Suppose the world were the infinite 
Library of Borges: we could describe it, Spinozistically, as one sub- 
stance with two attributes, typography and meaning—which would 
be to say, we could give a complete description of the library in ex- 
clusively typographical terms, and another complete description in 
terms of meaning. Typography and meaning are distinct realiter, 
and it is nonsense to talk of one causing the other; yet a book is not 
an assemblage of two things, (1) letters and (2) meanings. Rather, 
the meaning is the idea of the typography. 

This analogy is intended to be suggestive rather than exact, 
since meaning is a relation (involving a mind), hence cannot be 
“conceived through itself.’’ (But later I shall suggest that perhaps 
neither can mind.) To take a more prosaic example: a world of in- 
dividual material objects, with no variations in density. This would 
be one nature with at least two attributes, volume and mass. Given 
the volume of any thing, we could determine its mass, and vice ver- 
sa; changes in the one would correspond exactly to changes in the 
other (cf. e.g. II 17 C, Demonstration, etc.); yet there would be no 
interaction between the attributes. It is nonsense, moreover, to 
speak of the length of mass or the shape of inertia. There would be, 
in short, a functional but.not.a_causal relation between the at- 
tributes. And that is how Spinoza conceives mind and body. 

Formally, then, the substance-attribute scheme affords ade- 
quate terms in which to conceive the union of mind and body. But 
we are still far from understanding the particular nature of their 
relation. 
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IV. Mind: The Idea of the Body 


Spinoza says that the mind is an idea (or rather, II 15, a com- 
posite of many ideas; but it is convenient to follow Spinoza’s usage 
of the singular number). The object of the idea is the body “and 
nothing else” (II 13). Some have taken this to express the paradox 
that my mind perceives only my body—a position that might be 
called psychophysical solipsism. 

This is a misunderstanding. Spinoza repeatedly reminds us 
that the human mind can be aware of external bodies only through 
their effects on the perceiver’s body (II 14-29, passim), and he ex- 
presses this notion, as so many philosophers do, in an alarming and 
pessimistic manner: ‘The ideas we have of external bodies indicate 
the constitution of our own body rather than the nature of external 
bodies” (II 16 C 2); ‘“‘the idea of each affection of the human body 
does not involve an adequate knowledge of an external body” 
(II 25); all our perceptual knowledge, whether of external bodies, 
our own body, or even of our own mind, is ‘‘multilated and con- 
fused” (II 29 C). Nevertheless Spinoza allows us, though grudging- 
ly, to perceive “the nature of many bodies” (II 16 C 1). 

What is this perception? The tomato works on me, producing 
an image—an affection of my body, a change in the ratio of motion 
to rest, a physical happening. The idea of this affection is not some 
product of the affection, nor yet a miraculous counterpart, but the 
affection itself under the attribute of thought. It is necessary to 
emphasize the point: there is no process whereby the affection of 
the body gives rise to an affection of the mind; there is no mental 
receiver, bringing in the broadcast from the physical transmitter; 
still less is there a ghostly observer of interior theatricals. Nor yet 
are there two parallel processes; there is only the bodily process and 
the idea of it—roughly, as there are the letters C A T and the mean- 
ing they convey; or as when a governor mechanism whirls faster, the 
configuration changes so that the weights are farther from the 
center and the moment of inertia increases. 

Neither the physical process nor its idea need terminate once 
the tomato has been recognized. Appropriate bodily organs and 
members may be caused to salivate and grasp; on the mental side 
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the will may come into play, and from the affirmation ““There’s a 
tomato” I may proceed to the volition “I have to have that tomato.” 
But (II Axiom 3; II 49 and Corollary) a volition is only a variety of 
affirmation, it is an idea. Indeed there are no separate mental 
faculties at all, there are only species of ideas. Not only is the notion 
of volition assimilated to that of affirmation, so is that of ‘‘affect,”’ 
or, in later terminologies, passion or emotion. (III, general defini- 
tion of the affects.) 

Spinoza, like Schopenhauer, makes will or appetite to be the 
very essence of man (III 9 S) and indeed of all things. But he turns 
Schopenhauer around: will is explained as idea, not vice versa. The 
difference between the two thinkers on this point. however, may be 
merely verbal. Spinoza affirms of every thing, man, worm, stick, 
stone, that it endeavors to persevere in its being (III 6). Its effort to 
do so is its very essence (III 7); and the essence of every thing is its 
idea (I Definition 4). But Spinoza ascribes consciousness only to 
human beings and perhaps the higher brutes (II 22). 

~ Bearing this in mind, we may make some progress in com- 
prehending the intent of the grand assertion that (II 7) “The order 
and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of 
things.” For every thing does endeavor to persist in its being; this 
effort is its essence or idea; hence it is not astonishing but obvious 
that there is an idea of every thing, and that these ideas duplicate 
the order and connection of things. It is not yet so obvious what the 
idea of a tomato (in this sense) has to do with what I think of as a 
tomato; and what it means to say that the mind is the idea of the 
body. 

We can now essay answers to these questions. The tomato is 
not a conscious being, but it does endure and endeavor to maintain 
itself in existence—by which is meant nothing anthropomorphic 
but only such facts as that it offers some resistance to knives and 
forks. This endeavor is a sort of rudimentary affirmation of ex- 
istence. Some of the consequences flowing from this positive 
characteristic may involve me, e.g., the tomato may be thrown at 
me. In that case a particular affection of my body results. I am con- 
scious of this affection, i.e., the idea of it forms part of my mind, 
and it involves a reference to its remoter cause. Thus ‘‘my idea of 
the tomato” comes into being. It is miserably (and doubly) inade- 
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quate, but such as it is, it bears some relation to that adequate idea 
of the tomato which exists in God. 

Here something should be said about the objection brought 
against Spinoza that he cannot allow for intentionality. A tomato 
(they say) is what it is, it has no meaning, it points to nothing 
beyond itself. Similarly with my body, or any other particular mode 
of extension. Now if “the order and connection of ideas is the same 
as the order and connection of things,” every idea must be as devoid 
of intention as is its object. But that would be to deny mind. 

The reply to this objection is to be found in Spinoza’s recogni- 
tion of the affective modes of thought: joy, sorrow, and all the rest 
that derive from them. Certainly these are intentional; they derive 
their origin from the idea tout court, just because (so Spinoza 
holds) there cannot be an affect without an object: that is to say, in- 
tentionality is of their essence. (II Axiom 38; discussion in KV, 
Appendix 2.) It is of the essence of the very idea itself as well, for the 
endeavor to self-preservation stems from self-love (ibid.). So far 
from not being able to account for intentionality, Spinoza in effect 
anticipates the definition of mind in terms of that notion. 

To emphasize this, however, is to expose Spinoza to another 
fundamental criticism. He insists that each attribute not only can 
but must be “conceived through itself” (I 10). But it is hard to com- 
prehend how thought can be conceived without reference to an ob- 
ject of thought, and that object, on Spinoza’ s own showing, must at 
me) insuperable if intentionality i is cla to be a universal character 
of thought. But it may be permissible to doubt whether the absolute 
equality of the attributes is indispensable to Spinoza’ s philosophy. 

In all this we should bear in mind Spinoza’s warning (II 43 S) 
that by idea he does not mean “‘something dumb, like a picture on a 
tablet,” but ‘‘a mode of thought, that is to say, intelligence itself.” 
(Cf. Il 49 S.) We do not contemplate ideas. 

Thus to say that the mind is a conception that mind forms of 
the body, is as harmless a circle as ‘‘to be is to be the value of a 
variable.” And “the mind is the idea of the body” says that the ™ 
mind is (the summation of) the thinking (the affirming and 
negating) that a person does—“‘intelligence itself.”’ This formula, so 
far from being obscure, suffers from the opposite defect of being so 


60 Wallace I. Matson 


obvious as to be seemingly unhelpful. We knew that to begin with, 
we say. But did we really? Did we conceive of mind as intelligence 
itself?—or did we go on thinking, at least in our philosophical 
closets, of the mind as what we are intelligent with? 

But where is the explanation of consciousness? Where is the 
solution to the Mind-Body Problem?—There is no Mind-Body 
Problem, Spinoza has told us. Consciousness has been explained in 


the only way it can_be. explained—in. terms. of. the body, but func- 

Now we see why iti is so Hara to find the right label ior Spinoza’s 
theory of mind. If a theory of mind is a survey of thinking, willing, 
feeling, and the like—the natures of these concepts and their in- 
terrelations, our powers and limitations with respect to them—then 
Spinoza’s theory of mind is by general consent one of the greatest 
contributions ever made to human understanding. It is not a rival of 
some other theory, hence needs no label. 

But if “theory of mind’ means psychophysical parallelism, 
two-way interactionism, double-aspect theory, epiphenomenalism, 
and all that, then Spinoza has no theory of mind. He leaves 
everything just as it is—in philosophy a feat as difficult as it is rare. 
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Douglas Odegard 


The Body Identical with the 
Human Mind: A Problem 
in Spinoza’s Philosophy 


The question ‘For Spinoza, what body is identical with the 
human mind?’ deserves more attention than it has received. On 
first view it looks plausible enough simply to answer ‘the human 
body’, using the latter expression in its ordinary sense. Yet a second 
look, prompted by the question ‘What then are we to make of the 
human brain?’, can easily create dissatisfaction and send us 
searching for firmer guidelines in Spinoza’s philosophy. I want to 
unearth such guidelines here. My investigation will be undertaken 
mainly from the viewpoint of someone familiar with issues of 
current interest in philosophy of mind. It will therefore be helpful to 
begin the discussion with a brief attempt to classify his general 
position on mind and body from a contemporary point of view. 


I 


For Spinoza, each existing thing, whether substance or mode of 
substance, is both mental and physical in the sense that it is con- 
ceivable either under the attribute of thought or under the attribute 
of extension: “‘substance thinking and substance extended are one 
and the same substance, comprehended now through one attribute, 
now through the other. So, also, a mode of extension and the idea of 
that mode are one and the same thing, though expressed in two 
ways” (II. 7 Sch.).! Since a human being is for him a mode of sub- 
stance, a human being is therefore a single being conceivable either 
under thought as a mind or under extension as a body: “mind and 
body are one and the same thing, conceived first under the attribute 
of thought, secondly, under the attribute of extension” (III. 2 Sch.). 
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Spinoza thus rejects the Cartesian view that a subject of men- 
tal predicates cannot also be a subject of corporeal predicates.? The 
expressions ‘mind’ and ‘body’ must have a different meaning, since 
their use involves conceiving things under different attributes, but 
they are nevertheless coextensive. In rejecting a dualism of mental 
and corporeal subjects, he thereby undermines any theory which 
presupposes such a dualism: e.g., interactionism, epiphe- 
nomenalism, the doctrine of pre-established harmony, oc- 
casionalism, the view that a man is a composite of two subjects, and 
the view that a man is a mental subject who owns a corporeal sub- 
ject. 

Spinoza’s position excludes the Humean view that a mind is a 
collection of mental states which, although they do not belong to a 
subject (either incorporeal or corporeal), are nonetheless in some 
way unified and associated with a given body.* Granted, at times he 
may seem to make the mind a mere collection of perceptions of 
various parts of the body, combined perhaps with certain other 
mental states. But even if he holds such a view, he still makes each 
collection identical with a body, and ‘being identical with’ is a 
stronger relation than ‘being associated with’. Moreover, the way he 
talks about a body strongly suggests that a body is a subject of cor- 
poreal predicates (e.g., motion, divisibility, extension), albeit one 
which “exists in” substance.‘ It is not a mere collection of corporeal 
states. And since each mind is identical with some body, it is 
therefore unlikely that Spinoza would refuse to regard a mind as a 
subject of mental predicates. Of course, he does not think that for 
every feature f, if x is identical with y and x is f, then y must be f. 
For instance, if mind M is identical with body B, and M’s fear of 
snakes causes M to feel faint, it would not be true to say ‘B’s fear of 
snakes causes B to feel faint’. All that would follow is the truth of ‘B 
is identical with a being whose fear of snakes causes it to feel faint’. 
But the feature of being a subject of predicates seems to be of suf- 
ficiently fundamental importance that if x = y and x is a subject of 
predicates, then y must be a subject of predicates. 

G. H. R. Parkinson raises this problem and suggests that, 
although Spinoza refrains from a Humean “psychological 
atomism’”’ (since for Spinoza ideas are modes of thinking sub- 
stance), “the mind is simply a number of ideas, and is not 
something other than they.”® Parkinson qualifies the latter remark, 
however, when he says: 
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he also holds that there is no mind other than its ideas—for what 
would ‘the mind’ be, other than will, intellect, feeling and so 
on? .. .Spinoza identifies the mind with its ideas—or, more ex- 
actly, he says that the mind is one idea, but an idea (E ii. 15) 
which is complex, being ‘compounded out of very many ideas . f 

A human mind, therefore, is a complex idea, and to say that 
the mind forms ideas is no different from saying that there are 
ideas which are constituent parts of a certain complex idea. (p. 
103)é® 


Even when qualified, remarks of this sort can give the impression 
that for Spinoza a mind is nothing but a collection of mental states, 
such as willing, thinking or feeling, where each is a state of God, or, 
perhaps, that a mind is a single continuing perception of a given 
body, with states of willing, thinking and feeling organized together 
as parts of that single perception, where each state is a state of God. 
Such an impression is mistaken, I think, to the extent that for 
Spinoza a mind is something which perceives “its” body, which 
wills, thinks, feels, desires, and judges, which God can be said to 
“constitute” (II. 12 Proof), and through the nature of which God is 
“displayed”’ (II. 11 Cor.). Thus, it is not the case that God has cer- 
tain bits of knowledge of certain bodies with human minds merely 
consisting in these bits of knowledge. God does have such 
knowledge, but only insofar as he is, or is modified as, the thinking 
beings who are those bodies and who as such must perceive them. 
To this extent a mind is not simply “a number of ideas’ and it is 
something distinct from willing, thinking, and feeling in the sense 
that the sentence ‘That mind is thinking’ does not just mean “That 
collection of mental states includes thinking’ or “That awareness of 
a body includes a thought’. This is not to say that a mind is either a 


substance or a substratum underlying mental states (see II. 10). _ 


Nor is it to say that a mind is something separable from mental 
states in the sense that it could exist without such states. It is mere- 
ly to insist on a distinction between the concept ‘a mind’ and the 
concepts ‘a mental state’ and ‘a collection of mental states’, — 
however such concepts might otherwise be related. 

Now, such_a.view.must, and can, allow room for saying that a 
mind-is-an~“idea”-which-contains other “‘ideas’’as parts, if. this 
means that a mind is a mode of substance conceived under the at- 
tribute.of thought with other modes, similarly conceived, as parts. 
Spinoza does use ‘idea’ in this quite special way (e,g., in II. 9 Proof, 

_Il. 12).and it is to be distinguished from a rather plainer use accord- 
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ing to which, e.g., an idea is “the mental conception which is 
formed by the mind as a thinking thing” where “‘conception seems 
to express an activity of the mind” (II. Def. 3). Granted, his dis- 
course sometimes puts considerable pressure on this distinction 
because he feels that a mode conceived under thought is related to 
the same mode conceived under extension in something like the 
way an “idea” and its “object,” in plainer senses of these ex- 
pressions, are related. He therefore finds it useful to talk about 
““God’s having an idea of a certain body”’ instead of talking about 
“substance modified under both thought and extension”’ (see I. 11 
Cor.). But this is because for him a mode conceived under thought 
necessarily perceives or knows itself conceived under extension 
(II. 12 and 13), as well as itself conceived under thought (II. 20), 
and thus God’s knowledge of a mode conceived under extension is 
in part a matter of his being modified as that mode conceived under 
thought (see II. 9 Cor., II. 11 Cor., and II. 19 Proof). In calling a 
mind ‘an idea of a body’ he therefore has this feature primarily in 
view. But there is nothing in this view which obliges him to regard a 
mind as a mere mental state or collection of mental states.’ 
Before moving on, it is worth noting another way in which 
Parkinson’s remark ‘‘to say that the mind forms ideas is no different 
from saying that there are ideas which are constituent parts of a 
certain complex idea’”’ can be misleading. In one sense of ‘idea’, I, as 
a mind, am a complex idea to the extent that I am a mode con- 
ceived under thought and contain other modes, similarly conceived, 
as parts (see II. 15). For example, if one of ‘“‘my”’ brain cells, C, is a 
part of ‘‘my”’ body, then C, conceived under thought, is a part of 
me. Now, it may be that Spinoza would say that when I am said to 
“chave an idea” in a case where, e.g., I think of my wife, then there is 
a mode conceived under thought which is a part of me—say C con- 
ceived under thought—and that this mode is thinking of my wife. 
The ascription of the mental state ‘thinking of my wife’ to me is 
thus derivative upon the ascription of it to a part of me in the same 
way that ascribing an energy discharge to my brain might be 
derivative upon ascribing it to C. In this sense, my forming the 
thought is a matter of my containing an “idea” which forms the 
thought, and this could be the sort of thing which Parkinson is 
suggesting on Spinoza’s behalf, with some effect I think. But the 
remark is misleading if it suggests that every ascription of a mental 
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state to a human mind must be derivative in this sense. Just as, 
e.g., “occupies n cubic feet’ and ‘is agitated throughout’ are non- 
derivative corporeal state ascriptions, so there must be some men- 
tal state ascriptions which are nonderivative—perhaps ‘knows the 
existence of the whole human body’ or ‘has an intellectual love of 
God’. To this extent as well, then, the mind resists being reduced to 
a mere collection of ideas. 
™ Thus, it is inaccurate to say that for Spinoza a mind is nothing 
more than a collection of ideas or mental states. And it is even mis- 
leading to say that a mind is a complex idea without making it clear 
that this means that a mind is a mode conceived under thought 
with other modes, similarly conceived, as parts. On the other hand, 
although a mind is a subject of mental states in the sense of an in- 
dividual who perceives, thinks, feels sensations, remembers, etc., | 
the concept of a ‘subject’ is restricted in two important ways in this 
context. First, a mental subject is a modification of substance and 
does not have an independent existence; in other words, for any 
given_mental.subject,-God-is.that.subject, modified in a certain 
finite way. Second, a mental subject can have other mental subjects 
as parts. The “‘idea’”’ of any part of my body, i.e. any part of my | 
body conceived under thought, is itself a mental subject which is a 
part of me. It has its own mental states, although in some cases they 
may be ascribed to me in a derivative sense. Given these two 
restrictions, however, it is useful to portray Spinoza_as someone | 
who holds that a mind is a subject of mental states. 
Since Spinoza acknowledges both ‘minds and bodies, he erode 
versions of materialism which reject the existence of minds and ver- 
sions of immaterialism which try to do the same with bodies. His 
claim that each mind is a body is not the reductionist’s claim that 
what we call ‘a mind’ is really only a body and not a mind at all. 
And his claim that each body is a mind is distinct from the 
idealist’s claim that what we call ‘a body’ is nothing but a set of 
ideas existing in one or more minds—although he does hold that 
each body_is.in.some sense perceived by_a mind, viz. the mind 
which that body, conceived under thought, is. He also refrains from 
analyzing the concept ‘mind’ in bodily (including behavioural) 
terms and vice versa. The attributes of thought and extension are 
for him distinct expressions of God’s essence and when we conceive 
things under each attribute, we engage in quite different conceptual 
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activities. Indeed, the two activities are so different that if we mix 
the two kinds of concepts i in a causal statement like ‘He’s perspiring 
because he’s nervous’, we fall into conceptual error (see II. 7 Sch.). 

Spinoza is opposed to neutral monism to the extent that he 
leaves no room for the concept of an “intrinsically neutral stuff’ by 
reference to which our mental and corporeal concepts might be con- 
structed. Something is what it is by virtue of sharing in God’s at- 
tributes. This means that there is no way of conceiving x except un- 
der the attributes of thought or extension or under an alternative 
attribute. Therefore if x were not conceived as intrinsically mental 
or as intrinsically corporeal, x would be conceived under some other 
attribute. And, even waiving the fact that such a conception would 
be beyond human powers, this means that x would be conceived in 
a way which is just as separable from the concepts we have under 
thought and extension as concepts under extension are separable 
from concepts under thought. Consequently, such a conception 
would not yield concepts out of which our mental and corporeal 
concepts could be constructed. This would be like saying that one of 
God’s attributes could be conceptually constructed out of some 
other attribute and for Spinoza that would be absurd. 

Spinoza differs from central state materialism—the theory 
that the mind is contingently identical with the central nervous 
system—in four ways:® (a) He does not try to identify the human 
mind invariably with the central nervous system, nor, as I shall 
show below, is he committed to such a view. (b) He does not think 
that the identity of mind and body is a contingent matter; it is 
deducible from definitions and axioms which are eternally true. (c) 
He holds that all bodies, including so-called “inanimate” ones, are 
conceivable under the attribute of thought and are in that sense 
mental. (d) He thinks that everything which exists can be ex- 
plained by reference to a comprehensive set of mentalistic laws as 
well as by reference to a companion set of physical laws. 

In certain respects Spinoza’s view is similar to the kind of posi- 
tion adopted by P. F. Strawson in ‘“‘Persons,” according to which a 
human being, or person, is a subject of both mental and corporeal 
predicates.!° Like Spinoza, Strawson dismisses Cartesian and Hu- 
mean dualism, avoids reductive forms of materialism and im- 
materialism, excludes neutral monism, claims more than a merely 
contingent connection between mind and body and refrains from 
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identifying a person with the central nervous system. Unlike 
Spinoza, of course, Strawson does not think that every corporeal 
subject can also be correctly conceived as a thinking subject. Nor 
does he offer a metaphysics which makes a man a modification of 
an infinite being and introduces an infinity of attributes under 
which each man can be conceived. A less deeply metaphysical, but 
more interesting, difference, however, lies in the distinction 
between the Strawsonian remark ‘A man is a single subject of both 
mental and corporeal predicates’ and the Spinozistic remark ‘A 
man is a subject of mental predicates when conceived under 
thought and a subject of corporeal predicates when conceived under 
extension’. Both remarks imply that there is just one subject 
throughout, but the second remark, unlike the first, warns us not to 
mix our mentalistic and physicalistic talk indiscriminately. Thus, 
Strawson allows us to say things like ‘Your headache was started by 
the blow on your head’ and ‘He shivered because he suddenly felt a 
chill’, whereas Spinoza rules them out on the ground that they il- 
legitimately cross attribute boundaries: ‘““‘Body cannot determine 
mind to think, neither can mind determine body to motion or rest”’ 
(III. 2). The only way such sentences can be true is by being ellip- 
tical for ‘Your headache was the same as corporeal state C and C 
was started by the blow on your head’ and ‘His body shivered 
because physical event P occurred and P was the same as his 
suddenly feeling a chill’ (see III. 2 Sch.). 

In this respect Spinoza is closer to central state materialism 
than to Strawson, an affinity he expresses in the remark: ‘“‘a mental 
decision and a bodily appetite, or determined state, are 
simultaneous, or rather one and the same thing, which we call deci- 
sion, when it is regarded under and explained through the attribute 
of thought, and a conditioned state, when it is regarded under the 
attribute of extension, and deduced from the laws of motion and 
rest” (IIJ. 2 Sch.). Indeed, I think Spinoza has a slight initial ad- 
vantage over central state materialism in this respect. For, his re- 
jection of discourse which illegitimately crosses attribute boun- 
daries undermines the objection, often brought against central state 
materialism, that identifying something like the making of a deci- 
sion with a bodily event generates the absurd consequence that the 
making of the decision is located somewhere in the body. Spinoza 
could accept the absurdity of bodily locating the decision-making 
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and argue that, rather than sanctioning such an absurdity, the way 
he seeks to identify the decision-making with a bodily event ex- 
plains why there should be just such an absurdity. He identifies the 
two events in such a way that they are really a single event con- 
ceived under two attributes—under thought as the making of a 
decision and under extension as a bodily event. Now, in conceiving 
the event as a bodily located event, we conceive it under extension. 
And if we try to conceive it both as the making of a decision and as 
bodily located, by thinking of it as a piece of decision-making which 
is bodily located, as distinct from a piece of decision-making which 
is identical with an event which is bodily located, then we il- 
legitimately mix a concept appropriate within the attribute of 
thought with a concept appropriate within the attribute of exten- 
sion. This is not to say that Spinoza faces no difficulties in this 
respect, however. For instance, his opponents could still press him 
to explain what ‘is the same as’ can mean in the context “The 
decision-making is the same as a bodily event’ beyond the unaccep- 
tably trivial ‘occurs at the same time as’. He presumably would 
then have to appeal to the unified nature of substance and to the 
principle that different attributes merely constitute different ways 
of conceiving the essence of substance. At this point he and central 
state materialism would again be travelling on quite different 
metaphysical paths. 

Summarizing briefly, then, Spinoza’s general position on mind 
and body resists being placed in any of the categories commonly 
employed in philosophy of mind today. In certain respects he 
resembles Strawson. In others he resembles central state 
materialism. Yet he also differs from both positions and the 
differences should not be neglected merely for the sake of preserving 
a simple classificatory scheme. Indeed, since adopting a position on 
mind and body can involve answering a wide range of associated 
questions, it should be no surprise to find a philosopher who under- 
takes as synoptic an investigation as Spinoza falling outside a 
classificatory scheme which covers only a limited set of alter- 
natives. 


II 


For Spinoza each human mind—in the sense of each human 
mental subject and not in the sense of a set of capacities which each 
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human subject has by virtue of being mental—is a mode of sub- 
stance conceived under the attribute of thought. You and I, con- 
ceived as mental beings, are paradigm instances of human minds. 
Now, in one sense of ‘human body’ it would be trivially true to say 
that the body with which the human mind is to be identified when 
conceived under extension is the human body. In this sense ‘human 
body’ just means ‘the body with which the human mind is identical 
when conceived under extension’. But if we give ‘human body’ a 
more pedestrian use, such that in its mature stages a human body 
typically has as parts things like eyes, limbs, a heart and a brain, 
and typically is featherless and largely hairless, and so on, then the 
question of whether the body with which the human mind is iden- 
tical under extension is a human body becomes interesting. 
Henceforth let us use ‘human body’ in this pedestrian way. 
Spinoza himself seems to think that body B in the equation 
‘Human mind M = body B’ is, at least within our experience, a 
human body and not just some part of a human body. For example, 
when he says “The object of the idea constituting the human mind 
is the body, in other words a certain mode of extension which ac- 
tually exists” (II. 13), he makes no attempt to qualify his use of ‘the 
body’ to make it mean anything except what it would ordinarily be 
taken to mean in this sort of context, viz. the human body. 
Moreover, Postulates I-VI, which are introduced after II. 13 and 
which are intended to illuminate the nature of the ““human body,” 
introduce no such qualification. Indeed, Postulate II, which says 
that the “human body” is composed of ‘“‘hard”’ as well as “‘soft”” and 
“fluid” parts, and Postulate VI, which says that the ‘““human body”’ 
can move external bodies in a variety of ways, could reasonably be 
taken to imply that B in M = B is at least not just the human 
brain.'! Again, in the Short Treatise, he talks about our body when 
it was an “unborn child,” i.e. an embryo or foetus, in a way which 
suggests that it is a human body and not just a part of the human 
body (II. Pref. note, sec. 10).!2 And in IV. 39 Sch., while discussing 
the radical changes which both the mind and the body can undergo, 
he refers to the circulatory system of the “Shuman body,” and talks 
about the body’s becoming a corpse, in a manner which suggests 
that B in M = B is a human body. In III. 2 Sch., he refers to the 
mind’s being in ‘‘a state of torpor’ when the body is “at rest in 
sleep’ and thereby suggests that the body is a human body at rest 
and not just some part of the human body. In the same Scholium he 
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talks about ‘‘the actions performed by somnambulists while asleep” 
in a way which suggests both that the actions involve movements of 
the body identical with the given mind and that the actions involve 
movements of a human body and not just one of its parts, which 
again implies that B in M = B is a human body. And his remark 
that men often find it difficult to control their tongues implies that 
in many cases at least “‘a man’s body” contains a tongue as a part 
and hence is a human body. 

Although the passages I have mentioned do indicate that 
Spinoza likely thinks that B in M = Bisa human body, there is still 
room for wondering whether his general philosophical system en- 
titles him to hold such a view. There is no particularly firm commit- 
ment in the given passages and if his general system did yield a 
reason for thinking otherwise, then either the passages or our inter- 
pretation of them could easily be altered to accommodate the 
change. To help remove this source of doubt, I therefore want to in- 
troduce two Propositions which for Spinoza might, either in- 
dividually or jointly, provide a criterion for determining B in the 
equation M = B and which do support the view that B is usually a 
human body. The two Propositions are: 


(a) ‘“‘Whatsoever comes to pass in the object of the idea, which con- 
stitutes the human mind, must be perceived by the human 
mind, or there will necessarily be an idea in the human mind of 
the said occurrence. That is, if the object of the idea con- 
stituting the human mind be a body, nothing can take place in 
that body without being perceived by the mind.” (II. 12) 

(b) “The human mind does not perceive any external body as ac- 
tually existing, except through the ideas of the modifications of 
its own body.”’ (II. 26) 


Let us discuss each Proposition in turn. 


(a) II. 12 implies that if M = B, i.e. if B is the “‘object”’ of the 
“idea” which constitutes M, then M perceives whatever “comes to 
pass” in B. And since there is no evident reason for Spinoza not to 
accept the converse of this implied conditional as well, II. 12 strong- 
ly suggests that M = B if and only if M perceives whatever comes to 
pass in B, thereby yielding a criterion for determining B in M = B. 
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Now, on first view such a criterion seems to face a difficulty in 
having to make ‘perceives’ broad enough to accommodate the 
“perceptions” of individuals who are “‘asleep” and yet not dream- 
ing (e.g., when they are sleep-walking; see IIT. 2 Sch.), while keep- 
ing ‘perceives’ narrow enough to rule out the possibility of an in- 
dividual’s perceiving all the events in a large number of bodies, in- 
cluding bodies which Spinoza would want to regard as external to 
that individual. Parkinson suggests two ways in which Spinoza 
might try to explain the relevant concept of ‘perception’:'* (i) In 
“perceiving all that happens in his body” a man does not have an 
idea of every event occurring in his body—say everything which 
happens at a cellular level. For, ideas of cells are of an “‘infra- 
human grade” and hence form no part of the human mind. It is 
simply “that a man’s thoughts are the correlate to the functioning 
of his organism as a whole (and in this sense all that happens in his 
body is ‘perceived’).” (ii) Ideas of events in the body are contained 
in the mind but in many cases they do not involve the mind 
“noticing” anything, in much the same way that Leibniz’s “‘petites 
perceptions” do not involve the percipient’s noticing their objects. 

Although the negative force of (i) and (ii) is clear—viz. either 
the mind does not contain an idea of everything which happens in 
the body or the mind does not notice everything occurring in the 
body—the affirmative content of each proposal is problematic. In 
the case of (i) it is difficult to see what positive meaning the claim 
‘A man’s thoughts are the correlate to the functioning of his 
organism as a whole’ can have and therefore what sense it gives to 
the claim ‘A man perceives all that happens in his body’. In the case 
of (ii), the analogy with Leibniz’s doctrine of “petites perceptions” 
is unfortunate, since for Leibniz such perceptions represent the way 
in which a finite monad mirrors the whole universe, whereas the 
concept of perception appropriate here must be one according to 
which a mind’s perceptions are restricted to the body with which it 
is identical. 

Perception in the context of II. 12 is a matter of acquiring 
knowledge of the given body, specifically knowledge of ‘“‘whatsoever 
comes to pass” in the body.!4 It is something which the mind iden- 
tical with that body must have and, I have suggested as a natural 
extension of Spinoza’s view, if a mind M perceives everything oc- 
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curring in body B, then M and B are identical. Spinoza arrives at 
this position through holding that God’s knowledge of whatever 
takes place in the ‘“‘object”’ of an “‘idea”’ is in God not insofar as he is 
an infinite being but insofar as he is modified as that idea (as well 
as insofar as he is modified as other ideas causally related to that 
idea).!> Now, it seems to me that Spinoza can hold the view that 
God’s knowledge of “whatsoever comes to pass” in body B is (in 
part) a matter of his being modified as the idea of B, i.e. as the 
mind which is identical with B, without concluding that God must 
thereby come to know everything in B to such an extent that he 
thereby comes to know everything occurring in every part of B, 
however small. Spinoza is obliged by II. 9 Cor. to hold that if b is a 
part of B and m is the mind identical with 6, then God knows 
“whatsoever comes to pass” in 6 (partly) by virtue of being 
modified as m. Spinoza is also obliged by II. 15 to hold that m isa 
part of M. But from these two views it does not follow that God 
must come to know whatsoever comes to pass in b by virtue of being 
modified as M. Consequently, we can, I think, understand the force 
of ‘The human mind must perceive whatsoever comes to pass in the 
body’ in II. 12 in such a way that, within certain limits, the mind 
must perceive everything which happens in the body identical with 
it. To this extent Parkinson’s proposal (i) is closer to Spinoza than 
proposal (ii). But as yet nothing has been said to indicate the 
nature of the appropriate perception or the limits within which it 
must operate. 

A clue to understanding the relevant form of perception is 
given by Spinoza in the Short Treatise when he characterizes the 
soul’s awareness of a change in itself as a “‘sensation” (II. Pref. note 
sec. 13). At the moment, e.g., I feel a chill in my right foot, feel my 
stomach moving slightly and feel the back of my neck getting ap- 
preciably warmer, and I do so without touching my foot, stomach, 
or neck. In a sense, then, I can be said to have ‘‘sensations” of 
coldness, motion and warmth in different parts of the body normal- 
ly called ‘my body’. I can also, in this nontactual way, feel my whole 
body undergoing some sort of energy change as it moves from the 
desk to the door. This is a type of perception which other human 
minds do not share, indeed could not share without in some sense 
coming to share the body itself. And this is the type of perception, I 
think, which Spinoza has in mind in the context of II. 12. Since (1) 
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others cannot nontactually feel what I nontactually feel, (2) nontac- 
tual feeling typically encompasses the whole body within its 
“perceptual field,” and (3) an embodied mind cannot normally be 
conscious without nontactually feeling its own body and events in 
it, nontactual feeling constitutes an important access to what is 
happening within a given body, an access which is so important 
that a complete knowledge of what is going on in a particular body 
would be impossible without it. Thus, if God is to know what is 
happening in a given body insofar as he is modified as the mind 
identical with that body, then it is plausible to say that God must 
nontactually feel, and in this way perceive, what is happening in 
that body. I suggest, then, that “perception” in the context of II. 12 
consists in the nontactual feeling of what is happening in one’s 
body. 

If this account is correct, then perception in II. 12 is limited in 
terms of its possible objects. For one thing, a mind cannot nontac- 
tually feel everything occurring in every part of its body, since, e.g., 
cellular activity is beyond this mode of perception (although the 
behaviour of one’s cells may be identical with something which one 
nontactually feels). Indeed, there are certain bodily events which 
may even be theoretically beyond any mode of human percep- 
tion—say events describable in genetic terms—and these would be 
outside the range of nontactual feeling. Secondly, one does not non- 
tactually feel things like colour changes, the production of sounds, 
and changes in tastes or smells—though again what one nontac- 
tually feels may be identical with an event of this sort. Consequent- 
ly, IZ. 12 cannot include such events among the relevant happenings 
in the body without broadening the scope of ‘perceive’ to include 
visual, olfactory, auditory and gustatory forms of perception, and I 
suspect Spinoza is not interested in doing this, since such forms of 
perception do not provide a special access to one’s own body.!® 
What Spinoza is saying in II. 12, then, is that a mind must perceive 
whatever occurs in the body which is capable of being perceived via 
nontactual feeling.!” 

Now, it is true that many of the things which we nontactually 
feel are not noticed by us. Normally we are too intent on other 
things to pay much attention to the changes we feel occurring in our 
bodies. To this extent Parkinson’s proposal (ii) is correct and the 
comparison with Leibniz accurate. It also seems true that in certain 
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unusual cases, a man can be anaesthetized in such a way that he 
cannot nontactually feel certain parts of his body and the things 
happening in those parts, even though such events are the sorts of 
events which normally fall within the scope of nontactual feeling. In 
cases of this sort Spinoza might have to appeal to a rather more 
radical form of ‘“‘unconscious”’ perception and then the comparison 
with Leibniz would become stronger. On the other hand, he might 
simply say that in this case, although the “‘idea’”’ of the given bodily 
part itself feels what is going on in that part, and although that 
“idea”’ is a part of the human mind, the human mind does not itself 
feel what is happening in the bodily part.!8 In that event his ex- 
planation would come closer to Parkinson’s proposal (i). At any 
rate, however Spinoza might adjust his view to accommodate cases 
of this sort, it seems clear that for him a mind must nontactually 
feel, or at least in some sense of ‘be able’, be able to feel nontactual- 
ly, the various things which occur in the body identical with it and 
which are capable of being perceived via nontactual feeling. And, I 
suggest as a reasonable extension of this view, if a mind M can non- 
tactually feel the appropriate events in body B, then B is the body 
identical with M. Consequently, one criterion for identifying Bin M 
= Bis‘M = Bifand only ifM is able to feel nontactually the events 
occurring in B’. 

I think some confirmation for this interpretation is provided by 
Spinoza’s view of the primary emotions of pleasure and pain. If 
‘emotion’ is used to pick out a state under the attribute of thought, 
then an emotion is an idea of a modification of the body, “whereby 
the active power of the said body is increased or diminished”’ (III. 
Def. 3). For Spinoza, each thing, conceived under either thought or 
extension, “endeavours to persist in its own being” (III. 6) and has a 
certain ‘‘active power” to so persist. If that active power is in- 
creased, the individual passes to a greater perfection and this 
change under thought is called ‘pleasure’. The opposite change is 
called ‘pain’. Thus, pleasure is an idea of a change for the better in 
the body and pain an idea of a change for the worse; and having 
such an idea itself constitutes a corresponding change in the mind 
(see II. 11 Sch.). 

For Spinoza, then, M = B only if M’s pleasure consists in M’s 
“having an idea of’ an increase in B’s active power. And I think 
that M’s having an idea of an increase in B’s active power must be 
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understood in such a way that it at least involves M’s nontactually 
feeling B’s states. For, it is only in this way that M can acquire a 
suitably intimate knowledge of an increase in B’s power to per- 
sist—a sense of “‘bodily well-being” as it were. Also, it is only in this 
way that M’s knowledge of the increase in a body’s active power can 
involve the concern which is necessary in order to make it an 
emotional state. Indeed, there might even be room within such a 
theory for developing a concept of “bodily located”’ pleasure by con- 
struing M’s feeling pleasure with respect to a certain part of his 
body as M’s nontactually feeling an increase in the active power of 
that particular part. Similarly, feeling a bodily located pain would 
be a matter of nontactually feeling a decrease in the active power of 
the appropriate bodily part. At any rate, however the theory is 
elaborated, we can use it to construct a criterion for determining B 
in M = B which will serve as a companion to the one introduced 
above, viz. ‘M = B if and only if M’s pleasure involves M’s nontac- 
tually feeling an increase in B’s active power and M’s pain involves 
M’s nontactually feeling a decrease in B’s active power’. 

(b) II. 26 suggests the criterion ‘M = B if and only if M’s 
perception of an actually existing external body is achieved 
“through” the ideas of the parts of B’. The notion of perceiving a 
body “through” certain ideas is a causal notion. II. 26 is derived 
from ‘The order and connection of ideas is the same as the order 
and connection of things” (II. 7) and the order mentioned in II. 7 is 
a causal order. What Spinoza is claiming, then, is that (1) just as 
certain bodily events are causally determined by the state of certain 
parts of the body in which the events occur, so the mental events 
identical with those bodily events are causally determined by the 
ideas of those bodily parts, and (2) human perceptions of actually 
existing external bodies are mental events of this sort. 

The problem now arises of how we can make use of such a 
criterion. In order to use it, we must be able to pick out the ideas 
which are causally responsible for our perception of actually ex- 
isting external bodies. But it is of no help to say ‘Such ideas are the 
ones identical with the bodily parts which causally determine the 
bodily events identical with our perceptions’. For the problem here 
is to discover just which bodily events are identical with our percep- 
tions. What we must do instead is introduce an assumption which 
will enable us to bridge the gap between Spinoza’s way of regarding 
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the causation of perception and the more usual interactionist’s way 
of looking at it. The assumption is that whenever an interactionist 
thinks that a given perception is causally dependent upon a certain 
bodily part and within the framework of interactionism he has not 
made a mistake, then, although for Spinoza he has made a 
metaphysical mistake precisely because he is an interactionist, he 
has his nonmetaphysical facts right. Thus, what he describes as a 
case of a perception’s depending upon the state of such and such a 
bodily part is in reality a case of the perception’s depending upon 
the idea of the given part. The assumption is, then, that if the only 
reason for rejecting the claim ‘Perception P depends upon bodily 
part b’ is that it implies mental-corpeal interaction, then we 
thereby have a reason for saying ‘P depends upon the idea of 6 (i.e. 
b conceived under thought)’. Given this, then the proposed 
criterion in effect says: ‘M = Bif and only if it is correct within the 
framework of interactionism to think that M’s perceptions of ac- 
tually existing external bodies causally depend upon parts of 
B’—or, more briefly, ‘M = B if and only if M’s perceptions of ac- 
tually existing external bodies ostensibly causally depend upon 
parts of B’. 


Spinoza’s Proof for the Corollary of II. 26 draws on the point. 
that the mind perceives an actually existing external body insofar 
as the external body has an effect on the mind’s body and the 
resulting changes in the mind’s body eventually yield an event 
which conceived under thought is the perception. In terms of the 
proposed criterion this is to say that the perception ostensibly 
depends upon the states of those parts of the body which are 
affected, either directly or indirectly, by the action of the external 
body on the body. He elaborates on this process a bit in Postulate V 
and the Proof to II. 17 Cor. Postulate V says: 


When the fluid part of the human body is determined by an exter- 
nal body to impinge often on another soft part, it changes the sur- 
face of the latter, and, as it were, leaves the impression thereupon 
of the external body which impels it. 9 


In the Proof he repeats the Postulate and then goes on to explain 
what is involved in the mind’s taking an external body to be present 
when it is not. It is a matter of the mind’s ‘‘taking cognizance”’ of 
the refraction of fluid parts from surfaces of soft parts which have 
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retained an impression originally produced by the action of an ex- 
ternal body. Thus, the parts of the body through which the mind os- 
tensibly perceives actually existing external bodies include soft and 
fluid parts of the body, and these are plausibly associated with the 
central nervous system. Consequently, if we were to use the 
criterion proposed here for determining the identity of B in M = B, 
we should pick out at least a central nervous system. The question 
now is “Does the criterion justify our picking out anything more 
than this?’ The first criterion clearly indicates that B in M = Bis 
the whole human body and not just a part, since normally M can 
nontactually feel what goes on in a whole human body and not just 
a part. But does the second criterion allow us to go this far? 

As it stands, the second criterion does not rule out such a con- 
clusion. It says ‘M = B if and only if M’s perception of actual exter- 
nal bodies ostensibly depends upon parts of B’. Now, although the 
fluid and soft parts which Spinoza has in mind in II. Post. 5 and 
Il. 17 Cor. may just be parts of the central nervous system, 
nevertheless since the central nervous system is a part of the human 
body, the fluid and soft parts are also parts of a human body. 
Consequently, as it stands the criterion can indicate that B in M=B 
is a human body. Moreover, it is not certain that for Spinoza the 
perception of an actual external body does ostensibly depend solely 
on the nature of neural processes. Granted, he does seem to focus on 
neural processes in II. 17 Cor., but this is precisely because he there 
wants to indicate the conditions of our seeming to perceive external 
bodies when there really aren’t any, conditions which are in part, 
but only in part, the same as conditions governing our perception of 
actual external bodies. And, I suggest, the latter conditions differ 
from the former not only in including the existence of external 
bodies but also in including the action of external bodies on the 
mind’s body through bodily parts like the sense organs. In that case 
the second criterion also clearly dictates that B in M = B is a 
human body. 


Ill 


Before considering what I think is a serious objection to the 
view that for Spinoza, B in M=B is a human body, I want to answer 
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very briefly five questions about the second criterion and one ques- 
tion about the two criteria taken together. 


(1) “Since external bodies have an ostensible causal role to 
play in the production of perceptions, how can an appeal to the os- 
tensible causal conditions of perception serve to distinguish exter- 
nal bodies from the mind’s body?” The second criterion does not 
appeal just to the ostensible causal conditions of perception. 
Rather, it refers to bodily parts through which a mind has percep- 
tions of a certain kind, where these bodily parts persist through a 
number of experiences. Unlike external bodies, their causal connec- 
tion with perception is of an enduring nature. 

(2) “Components of a perceptual medium (e.g., light particles) 
have a more enduring ostensible link with perception; therefore why 
doesn’t the second criterion make such components part of B in M= 
B?” The causal factors which the second criterion picks out must be 
parts of a body, and not just members of a collection of bodies. 

(3) ‘‘As it stands the second criterion introduces ostensible 
causal conditions of our perception of external bodies; therefore 
doesn’t it presuppose the ability to pick out which bodies are exter- 
nal and which are not?” This is a cogent objection and it indicates a 
need to alter the criterion. Such an alteration can be achieved, 
however, by replacing ‘our perception of external bodies’ by 
something like ‘our visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory and gustatory 
perceptions of actually existing bodies’, provided that (e.g.) ‘visual 
perception’ is used in such a way that having a visual perception 
doesn’t conceptually involve being a body with eyes. 

(4) “Spinoza’s remarks about “‘images”’ suggest that he would 
accept the practical possibility of someone having perceptions 
which are ostensibly produced by brain probing; in such a case 
would the probe be a part of the body according to the second 
criterion?” The criterion is working with ostensible causal deter- 
minants of our perceptions of actually existing bodies, whereas in 
the brain probe case the mind’s experiences would not fall into this 
category—even if a description of what is experienced happens to 
be quite similar to a description of an external body in the mind’s 
immediate environment (cf. having a dream which happens to coin- 
cide with real events occurring in the bedroom while one is asleep). 

(5) “Does the second criterion leave room for the possibility of 
someone’s perceptions ostensibly depending on the state of parts of 
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someone else’s body—e.g., A’s visual perceptions ostensibly depen- 
ding on whether B’s eyes are open?” If Spinoza wanted to preserve 
such a possibility, then he could adjust the second criterion accor- 
dingly by making it read ‘M=B if and only if M’s perceptions of the 
appropriate sort ostensibly depend by and large on the state of B’s 
parts’. The criterion would then only rule out the possibility of the 
bulk of someone’s perceptions being ostensibly dependent on 
someone else’s bodily parts and this seems fair enough. I somehow 
think that Spinoza would feel that this is being too generous to the 
question, however. In a case where M’s visual pereeptions osten- 
sibly depend on whether someone else’s eyes are open and healthy, 
Spinoza would at least insist, I think, that. M’s visual perceptions 
must also ostensibly depend upon the state of M’s own eyes. 
Otherwise it might simply be that M is having certain visual ex- 
periences which at most happen to coincide with the way certain 
external bodies are, experiences which are ostensibly causally con- 
nected to someone else’s eyes. Also, the perspective of M’s visual 
and tactile perceptions, if they are genuine perceptions of existing 
bodies, must be ostensibly determined by the positioning of M’s 
bodily parts and not by someone else’s. For example, if I tactually 
feel from perspective P1 and see from perspective P2, and if Pl and 
P2 are radically different (i.e. they are not just from different 
locations within the space occupied by a single body), then either 
my tactual or my visual perceptions are not of actually existing 
bodies. And if P1 falls within the set of perspectives determined by 
my body, then whereas I feel actually existing bodies I cannot be 
seeing any. Thus, although Spinoza might tolerate the possibility of 
someone’s perceptions being to some extent ostensibly dependent 
upon someone else’s bodily parts, his tolerance would probably be 
severely restricted. 

(6) ‘‘Are the two proposed criteria for identifying B in M = B 
consistent?” An imaginary case which might lead us to think not is 
one in which M sees from a perspective determined by a pair of eyes 
E1 but M cannot nontactually feel E1. Instead he nontactually feels 
a different pair of eyes E2—e.g., he feels their lids open, feels them 
move, feels some soreness in them—and the perspective determined 
by E2 is radically different from that of E1. Thus, El and E2 are 
parts of different bodies B1 and B2. And say that M’s visual, 
auditory and olfactory perceptions are all ostensibly dependent 
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upon parts of B1. Say also that the other objects of M’s nontactual 
feeling are events in B2. By the first criterion M = B2, but by the 
second criterion it might seem that M = BI. 

Spinoza can avoid this consequence, I think, by arguing that 
since M nontactually feels B1 and things happening in B1, M’s tac- 
tual perceptions of actual bodies must ostensibly depend upon 
parts of B1. For example, I cannot nontactually feel the interior and 
exterior of a certain finger unless I can touch things ostensibly by 
using that finger. Indeed, he might even make the same point about 
gustatory perceptions, since they seem closely tied to tactile percep- 
tion. Given this, he can then argue that M’s visual, auditory and 
olfactory perceptions of actually existing bodies are not really os- 
tensibly dependent upon BI, since the visual, auditory and olfac- 
tory experiences in the imaginary case are not perceptions of actual 
bodies. Therefore the second criterion does not make M = BI. 

As I have indicated, the two criteria do support the view that B 
in M = B is normally a human body and not just a part of a human 
body. The first criterion clearly offers such support. The second 
criterion at least accommodates the view and, if developed in a cer- 
tain way, will provide positive support. We should be careful, 
however, to avoid concluding on Spinoza’s behalf that B in M=B is 
necessarily a human body. For example, it seems possible for a 
mind M to feel nontactually a certain brain and its parts, and for 
M’s perceptions of actual bodies to be ostensibly dependent on the 
brain’s parts, in a situation where the brain is not a part of a human 
body. The brain would itself be equipped with various sensors and 
would be connected to some sort of life support system. M might 
even be able to manipulate the brain in certain ways and use it to 
produce visual or auditory signs which are intelligible to others. In 
that case the two criteria would decree that B in M = Bis a brain 
and not a human body.”° 

If it is possible for a mind to be identical with a brain in such a 
situation, however, then someone might raise the following objec- 
tion against Spinoza’s making the mind identical with anything 
more than a brain in any situation, including situations of a kind 
familiar to us: 

In any situation in which we are inclined to think that Bin M = B 


is a human body (H), it is theoretically possible to detach the 
brain (bl) contained in H in such a way that the detached brain 
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(b2) will produce intelligible signs, will ostensibly solve intellec- 
tual puzzles and communicate its solutions, will ostensibly move 
about with a purpose, will ostensibly claim to be M, and so on. 
Consequently, it is reasonable to think that M would be b2. But 
since b2 = bl and bl # H, therefore M # H. Therefore even 
before any such cerebral detachment B = bl and B # H. Thus, in 
no case is B in M = B a human body. 


Spinoza can meet such an objection by denying that the mind 
identical with b2 is M. The criterion of the identity of a mind 
through time, which he suggests in the Short Treatise, II. Pref. Note 
and in II. 39 Sch., allows him to reject such an identity. His 
criterion simply says that, just as the preservation of a certain 
proportion of motion and rest is necessary and sufficient for a 
body’s continuity, so the preservation of an idea of that proportion 
is necessary and sufficient for a mind’s continuity. And there is 
nothing in the given imaginary case which entails that M and the 
mind identical with b2 are or have ideas of the same proportion. All 
we have is a situation in which the mind identical with b2 is 
strikingly similar to M in certain respects, and this can be ex- 
plained just as effectively by saying either that the mind identical 
with bl has undergone a radical change in certain of its features, or 
that the mind identical with b2 has just been newly created. Now, 
there is a species of this situation about which Spinoza could say 
that the mind identical with b2 is M. This is a situation in which H 
becomes b2, say by gradually shrinking and changing its shape, 
while somehow keeping its proportion of motion and rest intact. 
But then the imaginary case would no longer afford a reason for 
thinking that M # H, since b2 now = H. Granted, it would still be 
the case that b2 = bl and bl # H, but identity does not have to be 
transitive when one of the identities in question has to do with 
simultaneous identity (in this case ‘b1 # H’) and the others have to 
do with identity through time (viz. ‘bl = b2’ and ‘b2 = H’). Thus, 
the imaginary case would no longer support the claim that B in M 
= B is never a human body. 

In conclusion, then, Spinoza’s general philosophical system 
does allow him to think that the body identical with a human mind 
is, within our experience, normally a human body. Two important 
Propositions within his system underwrite such a view and I can 
find nothing which either opposes the view or opposes the use of the 
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two Propositions for this purpose. This does not mean, of course, 
that I have considered every question which one might raise in con- 
nection with Spinoza’s conception of the “human body.” For exam- 
ple, I have said nothing about the problem of reconciling his an- 
tidualism with the Proposition ‘““The human mind cannot be ab- 
solutely destroyed with the body, but there remains of it something 
which is eternal’’ (V. 23). Nor have I considered what function the 
mind’s being an idea of the body plays in the mind’s acquisition of 
adequate knowledge. I have restricted myself just to those questions 
whose answers have a direct bearing on whether Spinoza can 
justifiably hold that the body identical with the human mind is a 
human body. The remaining questions must await investigation 
elsewhere. 


DOUGLAS ODEGARD 
UNIVERSITY OF GUELPH 


NOTES 


1 This is, Ethics, Book II, Proposition 7, Scholium. Translations are those of R. H. 
M. Elwes. 


2 In this respect Spinoza may be called a ‘monist’ and Descartes a ‘dualist’. If 
‘monist’ and ‘dualist’ are used to mark a different contrast, however, then the same 
result need not occur. See Jonathan Bennett, “A Note on Descartes and Spinoza,” 
Philosophical Review, 74 (1965), 379-80. 


3 Whether Hume himself actually holds this view is of no importance here. This 
question turns, I suppose, on whether he allows for the existence of anything beyond 
impressions, ideas, beliefs, judgments, habits, etc., and therefore whether he regards 
the class of bodies as a distinct category. It also turns on the extent to which he is 
consistent in his treatment of the ‘‘self”’ and related topics. On the latter question see 
James Noxon, ‘Senses of Identity in Hume’s Treatise,”’ Dialogue, 8 (1969-70), 367- 
84. 


4 For example, consider his remarks in the Axioms, Lemmata and Postulates 
following II. 13. 
5 Spinoza’s Theory of Knowledge (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1954), p. 102. 


§ See also pp. 104-105, where he says “Spinoza regards the mind as a complex 
idea, or set of ideas” and “There is no substratum self which has various mental 
states, but any human mind is simply a number of ideas organized in a certain way.” 
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’ H.H. Joachim, in A Study of the Ethics of Spinoza (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1901), pp. 138-44, claims that Spinoza’s view of the mind as a complex of 
“deas’’ seems to destroy the unity and continuity of our thinking and that Spinoza 
tries, unsuccessfully, to repair the damage with his doctrine of “ideas of ideas.” 
Joachim thinks the problem is important because Spinoza’s conception of a free 
human being requires us to view man as potentially an active self. If 1 am right, then 
Spinoza’s views in Book II do not undermine what he goes on to develop in Books IV 
and V, and the unity and continuity of a mind is no more problematic than the unity 
and continuity of a body. See also the Short Treatise II, pref. note, secs. 7-15 (quoted 
in translation by Joachim in a footnote on pp. 128-29). 


8 For a position which is very close to a pure neutral monism, see Bertrand 
Russell, The Analysis of Mind (London: George Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1921). 

9 The most thoroughgoing statement of central state materialism is to be found in 
D. M. Armstrong, A Materialist Theory of the Mind (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1968). 


10 See Individuals (London: Methuen, 1959), Chap. 3. 

1! For his explanation of ‘hard’, ‘soft’ and ‘fluid’, see II. Lemm. 3, Ax. 3. 

® Both Joachim, op. cit. pp. 128-29, and Leon Roth, Spinoza (Boston: Little 
Brown, 1929), p. 94, draw attention to the theory of personal and bodily identity 
suggested by Spinoza in this context. 

13 See op. cit., p. 111. 

14 Note that, strictly speaking, the view that the mind is a body is not introduced 
until II. 13. In I. 12 it functions only as an hypothesis. 

18 See II. 9 Cor., I. 11 Cor. Note that knowledge in this context concerns actually 


existing things and not common properties or eternal truths; for relevant distinc- 
tions, see II. 29 Cor. and Sch., II. 39, II. 44 Cor. 1 and 2, and II. 46. 


16 For instance, the loss of visual, olfactory, gustatory and auditory capacities 
would presumably not be impossible for Spinoza, but the loss of the ability to have 
nontactual feelings would be theoretically impossible. 

17 Thus, in II. 16 he implies that the nontactual feeling of a change in one’s own 
body is involved even in a case of perceiving the existence of an external body. 

18 In this connection, note that in II. 24 he says ‘“The human mind does not in- 
volve an adequate knowledge of the parts composing the human body.” 

19 The inclusion of ‘“‘as it were’ should not be taken lightly here. In II. 17 Sch. he 
calls the impressions on the soft parts “images of things,” but quickly adds “though 
they do not recall the figure of things.” 

20 A similar imaginary case might be possible in which B is a parrot-shaped, and 
therefore nonhuman, body. 


William K. Frankena 


Spinoza’s “New Morality”: 
Notes on Book IV 


I 


When Spinoza died he left to the world a consciously new 
ethics, one that might today be hailed as a “new morality” and was 
different from the morality more or less current then in ways that 
can be only roughly indicated here. First, he took as its central 
terms or concepts ‘‘good”’ and ‘“‘virtue,’”’ and their cognates, not 
deontic ones like ‘‘ought,” “right,” ‘wrong,’ “duty” or ‘‘obli- 
gation.” In this respect he might be said to have been propounding 
an ethics of virtue, such as Miss Anscombe and some new 
moralists have recently favored, rather than an ethics of duty. The 
word “ought” does appear centrally in one Proposition (V, 16), but 
in a rather puzzling way.! The notion of a “right” also appears but 
only in a scholium on political philosophy (IV, 37, Schol. 2). There 
are also occasional uses of expressions like “bound,” “‘unlawful,”’ 
and “‘to be sought,”’ but they are not central. For the rest, when he 
does not use “good,” ‘‘virtue,”’ and their cognates, Spinoza prefers 
to say such things as these: 


‘According to the guidance of reason, we shall...” 
“By the dictates of reason...” 

‘““Men who are governed by reason will...” 

“‘A free man never acts deceitfully. ..’’.? 


Second, while he gave several somewhat different definitions or 
apparent definitions of ‘“‘good”’ and “‘evil,” these were only partly 
based on prevailing usage (even though, as we shall see, he 
sometimes switches from ‘“‘By good, I understand. . .” to “We call a 
thing good which. . .”’), and his definition of ‘‘virtue” would hardly 
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have been an ordinary one.’ Third, Spinoza uses his central ethical 
terms to state rather different ethical views from the usual ones. It 
is true that his chief ethical proposition would have been generally 
accepted: 


The highest good of the mind is the knowledge of God, and 
the highest virtue of the mind is to know God (IV, 28). 


But the following statements would hardly have been common: 


Pity in a man who lives according to the guidance of reason 
is an evil (IV, 50). 


The affects of hope and fear cannot be good of themselves. 
Humility and repentance are not virtues (IV, 53-54). 


That every one is bound to seek his own profit is the foun- 
dation of virtue and piety.’ 


Actually, it must be admitted that Spinoza’s ethics was no 
more absolutely new than is our so-called new morality of today, 
since his way of thinking to a considerable extent represents a 
return to those of the Greeks. Nevertheless, it was relatively new for 
his time, even radically so in some ways, and this is enough for our 
purposes. 

It is also true that Spinoza advocated this new ethics in a 
somewhat limited sense, and not in the unrestricted way in which 
the new morality is presently preached. For he held that humility 
and repentance, perhaps also pity, may still have to be commended 
to “the multitude” who are “impotent in mind” and unable to live 
according to the guidance of reason.® He did, however, present his 
ethics as the ethics for men of reason to live by. 

Now, it is not my purpose to expound this newish ethics of 
Spinoza, to compare it with current views or establish its 
“relevance,” or to discuss his definitions of particular ethical terms 
or his proofs of particular ethical theorems. My intention is rather 
to try to say something about two questions: 


(1) What led Spinoza to this reconstitution of ethics, and was 
his movement of thought reasonable? 

(2) Was the “‘ethics’” he came out with, whether new or old, a 
“morality”? 
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It seems to me interesting and instructive to think about Spinoza in 
this way. Hopefully this will appear in what follows. 

I should say here that I take Spinoza’s ethies to consist, not 
merely of the theorems he deduces in Book IV (plus the Scholia and 
Prop. 25, V), but of these together with the definitions used in 
deducing them. 


II 


On the first question, it seems clear that Spinoza thought that, 
given the extremely rationalistic and intellectualistic metaphysies, 
epistemology, and psychology (hereafter referred to as MEP) he 
developed from the principles of Cartesian philosophy, it was 
necessary to—i.e., it would be irrational not to—reconstruct 
ethics along his lines, and especially to redefine “good” and “‘vir- 
tue” as he did. That is, he believed that, given the new principles 
of the nonethical or theoretical part of philosophy, which he re- 
garded as either self-evident or demonstrable after the manner of 
Euclidean geometry, one must, if reasonable, come to a new prae- 
tical philosophy or ethics, namely the one he offers us—a new 
philosophy of life, whether it is a morality or not. 

The way in which the movement of Spinoza’s thought is 
represented in the Ethics is this. Exeept for prefaces and scholia, 
his MEP is presented in Books I-III in the form of a Kuelidean 
system of axioms, postulates, definitions, and theorems. Then at 
the beginning of Book IV, he adds only one axiom, which is entirely 
nonethical, and some definitions, including three of ethical terms, 
viz., of “good,” “evil,” and “‘virtue,’’ and goes on to develop more 
theorems, some of them ethical. Thus his ethics proper consists for- 
mally of certain definitions and theorems, virtually all of them 
grouped in Book IV; and it is integrated into his larger system, 
which contains no ethical axioms, and derived from it, wholly by 
way of definitions in which ethical terms are defined by reference to 
nonethical ones already present. 

It will not do at this point to object, as some in more recent 
times would, that one simply cannot deduce ethical conclusions 
from MEP premises alone. For Spinoza does not pretend to do this; 
he seeks to derive his ethical theorems from his MEP premises only 
with the help of his definitions, and sueh derivations are quite ae- 
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cording to geometrical hoyle. Even the anti-Cartesian, R. M. Hare, 
recognizes this when he says, “‘. . .there must be nothing said in the 
conclusion which is not said implicitly or explicitly in the premises, 
except what can be added solely on the strength of definitions of 
terms.’’§ Incidentally, it will also not do to attack Spinoza by argu- 
ing that, since his MEP is deterministic in an extremely 
rationalistic way, no ethics, not even his own, can be compatible 
with, let alone derivable from, it. For, again, if the terms ‘‘good,”’ 
“virtue,” etc., are definable as Spinoza defines them, and mean 
what he understands them to mean, then statements in which they 
are used are not incompatible with his determinism. 

We have seen that Spinoza does not include any ethical 
propositions among his axioms or postulates. A rationalist and 
Euclidean might do this, as the examples of Henry More and 
Samuel Clarke show, but to do so is to treat ethics as fundamentally 
autonomous. This, however, is not Spinoza’s view; for him ethics is 
not autonomous but is to be derived from one’s MEP, else it is just 
“superstition,” which it is anyway if one’s MEP is just superstition, 
as that of traditional theology was in Spinoza’s eyes. For him, ethics 
can be established as rational if and only if it can be grounded on an 
MEP that is itself rational in the Cartesian sense, and he thought 
this meant that its substantive principles must be exhibited as 
theorems following from his MEP via definitions of the central 
ethical terms. An intuitionist might and would do things different- 
ly, but Spinoza was no intuitionist in ethics even if he was one in 
MEP.’ 

Obviously, then, a great deal rests on the definitions of “‘good”’ 
and ‘“‘virtue” introduced at the start of Book IV, and we must ask 
about their status. It is clear that for Spinoza they are not and can- 
not be mere deductions from any MEP; definitions are not things of 
the sort that can be deduced as theorems. How then are they to be 
conceived? (a) They might be thought of and used merely as a kind 
of shorthand arbitrarily adopted to eliminate the need of repeating 
the longer expressions they are substituted for. It seems clear that 
Spinoza is not conceiving of them in just this way, even though he 
typically introduces them with the words, “By...I un- 
derstand...”. He is not really thinking of his definitions as ar- 
bitrary, but as in some way reasonable. Else his subsequent 
theorems could hardly have the interest he supposes them to have. 
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(b) Today it would be fashionable to assume that, if Spinoza’s 
definitions are to be taken seriously, they must be construed as 
descriptive elucidations of our actual uses of the terms “good” and 
“virtue.” And I have already observed that Spinoza sometimes 
switches from “I understand” to ““We understand.” But this may be 
only an editorial ‘‘we,’’ and, in any case, it is doubtful that Spinoza 
regarded his definitions in this way, though he probably did hold 
them to have some footing in ordinary use. He very likely thought 
that ordinary meanings are too infected with “superstition” to be 
satisfactory instruments either of philosophical theory or of the 
practical reflections of men of reason. 

(c) On the second of these ways of construing them, Spinoza’s 
definitions would be autonomous with respect to his MEP. So are 
they on a third view, viz., that they are somehow self-evident, the 
gift of some Begriffs-or- Wesensanschauung, some kind of intuition 
of essences that is itself independent of or even prior to any MEP. 
While Spinoza is not a Platonic realist, he does suggest some such 
intuition of meanings by his talk of adequate, clear and distinct, or 
self-evident ideas. Even if we have such intuitions, it is a bit hard to 
see how one tells which essences our words “good” and “virtue” 
should be taken to stand for, but one might argue that, lo, the two 
essences are there and must figure in our reasoning at a certain 
point, e.g., at the start of Book IV, whatever words we use to 
designate them. It may, in fact, be that Spinoza was thinking along 
these lines. Then his ethics would have a certain autonomy in rela- 
tion to his MEP, something like that posited by the intuitionists 
and other antinaturalists, even though it would rest on definitions 
such as intuitionists deny the possibility of. For, I take it, even if 
the vision of essences showed us that ethical essences are among 
those viewed in MEP, still this insight would be an independent one 
and might have revealed a different situation in the realm of es- 
sences. I am supposing and proposing here, however, that this is not 
Spinoza’s view, or at least not what actually happened in his mind 
as he went about thinking out his position—and that his general 
program cannot be thrown out simply because it involves such a 
view. It does not seem plausible to hold that Spinoza regarded his 
ethics as autonomous in this way either. 

Two other views of Spinoza’s ethical definitions are possible. 
(d) One is that they are not really definitions but disguised axioms, 
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disguised normative or substantive positions, or “persuasive 
definitions” in C. L. Stevenson’s terms. Then they might be essen- 
tially arbitrary and autonomous embodiments of attitudes or com- 
mitments, or they might be held to represent more rational affir- 
mations of practical postures made somehow in the light of the 
Spinozistic MEP. (e) The other is that they are “‘descriptive”’ 
definitions in S. C. Pepper’s sense. In this sense a definition is 
responsible to the facts, not so much to the facts about ordinary use 
of the term in question, as to the facts in the appropriate field of in- 
quiry. “A descriptive definition,” Pepper says, “stipulates that a 
symbol shall be defined by a set of symbols which truly describe a 
field of facts... .Such a definition is characterized by truth to 
fact.’’8 It is defended and justified by exhibiting the facts obtaining 
in the field of inquiry within which it is to function. For a Spinozist 
this would mean that it is to be justified by the facts established by 
MEP, even if it cannot strictly be deduced from them. Now, 
whether they are to be thought of as persuasive definitions of the 
second kind or as descriptive ones, I suggest that Spinoza’s 
definitions of ethical terms represent posits about the use of these 
terms in practical discourse taken to be rational because of the 
preceding MEP, even though they are not self-evident and do not 
follow deductively from that MEP. I also submit that, if that MEP 
is true and we know this, then those definitions are rational to 
adopt. 

Let us suppose, then, that Spinoza would claim that his 
definitions of “good” and “‘virtue” are simply the most sensible 
ones to put in, given what has been established in MEP, if one is go- 
ing to use those words or their equivalents in other languages. The 
question then arises, why should we retain and use such words at 
all? Why not kick the habit and express ourselves practically only 
by speaking of “power,” being ‘“‘free’” or “in conformity with 
reason,” or “contributing to the preservation of our being,” etc.? A 
Spinozist might take this hard line. Why did the master not do so? 
At a similar point in his discussion Pepper writes: 


.. the terms ‘value,’ ‘good,’ ‘bad,’ and their equivalents . . .could 
now be dispensed with and nothing of empirical consequence 
would be lost, though many rich literary connotations would 
vanish, .. .there is no need to use the terms ‘good’ and ‘value,’ 
and . . .confusions vanish as soon as these terms are eliminated. 
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For without them, we are referred directly to the facts. .. . Then 
why not do without these terms? Because they are convenient. 
And because it is safer to keep them equated with the various 
selective systems than floating loose where ingenious men [like 
Moore] may note their freedom from attachment and proceed to 
hypostatize facts for them to refer to.° 


Spinoza might have given a similar reply to our question. He might 
also have thought that one cannot have an “ethics” unless one af- 
firms propositions using terms like ‘‘good”’ and ‘‘virtue”’ or their 
equivalents. An opponent might contend that Spinoza retains such 
terms and defines them as he does, because he is surreptitiously 
keeping in mind the “commendatory”’ connotation of these words 
and thinking that power, etc., are the things to commend, given his 
MEP. I am inclined to believe myself that there is some truth in 
this, but Spinoza might reply that he is writing for men of reason, 
with whom commendation is out of place. But then it would seem 
that he must grant that ethical terms can be dispensed with, except 
in addressing ‘“‘the multitude” or those among them who may yet, 
perhaps partly because they are so addressed, ‘‘become free men, 
and enjoy the life of the blessed”’ (IV, p. 54, Schol.). 

However this may be, let us interpret Spinoza as thinking that 
his definitions capture the ways in which it is most rational to use 
ethical terms like ‘“‘good”’ and “virtue,” assuming the truth of his 
MEP. Even then he might have conceived of them in either of two 
ways: 


(a) as being somehow obvious against that background, in- 
dependently and in advance of any perception of the 
theorems that would follow from his MEP with the use of 
those definitions (or of those that would not), 

(b) or as being the fruit of a reflection that included looking 
ahead to see what theorems would or would not follow in an 
effort to arrive at the deductive system, theoretical and 
practical, that would be most clear and distinct when 
taken as a whole. 


Now, Spinoza did, of course, think that he had come out with a 
system as solid as he held Euclidean geometry to be, and stateable 
in the same form. Just how he pictured his own reflections, whether 
in the first or in the second way, is not very clear. I suspect, 
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however, that while his geometrical manner of exposition suggests 
that he conceived of his ethical definitions in the first way, they 
were actually to some extent a crystallization of a reflection of the 
second and not merely of the first kind. If this is so, then the accep- 
tability of the definitions and that of the theorems of Book IV go 
together—and are jointly dependent on the MEP established 
earlier. And then, once again, the ethics of that book is not simply a 
logical deduction from that MEP, though it is offered as the ethics 
men of reason will adopt when they accept the MEP in question. 

Some today would maintain that this ethics must be rejected 
just because it (definitions-cum-theorems) is different from our 
prevailing morality (meanings plus normative judgments). 
However, it is at least fair to ask if it may not be that, when one re- 
jects one view of man and world and accepts another, as Spinoza 
did, it becomes rational to revise one’s ethics—even if this is not 
logically necessary. Henry Sidgwick thought not. 


.. ethical propositions, relating as they do to matter fundamen- 
tally different from that with which physical science or psy- 
chology [or metaphysics] deals, cannot be inconsistent with any 
physical or psychological [or metaphysical] conclusions. They 
can only be shown to involve error by being shown to contradict 
each other... .1° 


Many recent antinaturalists and autonomists have followed 
him—and Hume?—in this, e.g., G. E. Moore, the emotivists, and 
Hare. But is an ethics rational to adopt only if it is either self- 
evident or logically entailed by a rational physics, psychology, or 
metaphysics? 

There is an obvious sense in which new factual knowledge, 
whether scientific or metaphysical, may dictate revisions in one’s 
ethics. If one learns that one is a father, or that there is a God, that 
people can sometimes be revived after their hearts stop beating, or 
that mercury dumped into rivers may kill fish or poison humans 
who eat them, then one may have to revise one’s views about what 
it is right to do in certain situations. In this sense, ‘‘new occasions 
teach new duties.”’ But such changes do not or need not involve any 
change in one’s fundamental normative premises or in the 
meanings of one’s ethical terms. In the first case, for instance, one’s 
conclusion that one has certain new duties depends on one’s old 
premise that fathers have such duties. What I am asking in raising 
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the above question is whether ‘‘time makes ancient good uncouth” 
in the sense that new factual knowledge may dictate revisions in a 
rational man’s basic normative premises or definitions of ethical 
terms. 

Antinaturalists can admit that, if a certain MEP is known to 
be true, then a certain ethics may be considered rational to adopt, 
provided that it is not inferred that it is logically necessary to revise 
one’s basic norms or values (e.g., make a new “decision of prin- 
ciple’) when or if one discovers a new MEP, though most of them 
would not in fact concede this because they tend to equate ‘‘If p is 
true, then g is rational” with “‘g is logically derivable from p by the 
usual canons of inference.” They would in any case insist, however, 
that it is never rational to conclude from one’s new MEP that one 
should redefine one’s ethical terms or revise one’s uses of them. 

Now one can, of course, reasonably insist on this if one is an in- 
tuitionist in metaethics as Sidgwick and Moore were. But, if we give 
up intuitionism, as most antinaturalists have, is it then so clear 
that our definitions and uses of ethical (or nonethical) terms and 
sentences are or can or should be as independent as all that of our 
beliefs and knowledge about ourselves and our universe? It is 
plausible to reply that our definitions and linguistic uses, especially 
in ethical and practical discourse, cannot be dictated simply by our 
factual beliefs and knowledge because they are and must be respon- 
sive to our conations, needs, purposes, or commitments. Even if this 
is granted, however, one can still hold that, given certain purposes, 
etc., certain definitions and linguistic uses are rational and others 
not, just as one can argue that, given a desire for a firm bookcase, 
the use of nails is rational and the use of scotch tape is not. Besides, 
what our conations are is itself a function of our beliefs and 
knowledge about ourselves and the world. 

To my mind, at any rate, it seems at least plausible to hold, as 
Spinoza must have, that if our conative nature is such as his MEP 
asserts it to be, then we should (it is irrational not to) define 
“good,” etc., as he defines them and accept the ethics he lays out 
for us. The fashionable simplistic use of the open question argu- 
ment certainly does not show that this is not so. 

At the same time, as I have indicated elsewhere,!! I tend to re- 
main with the antinaturalists and others in thinking that ethical 
utterances of a certain sort (i.e., affirmative, categorical, indicative 


94 William K. Frankena 


sentences) are typically and noncontingently used at least in part 
to commend, approve, prescribe, etc., and not just to describe or to 
assert facts. Moreover, I doubt that this can be true of them if thei 
whole meaning is supposed to be captured in MEP terms, as 
Spinoza thinks or seems to think, especially if these MEP terms 
(“power,” etc.) do not have built-in normative connotations, as 
some nowadays say the term “‘God”’ has. 

I should like to conclude this discussion of my first question by 
throwing out the suggestion that a Spinozist could be an emotivist 
of sorts—and admit what I have just said—if he were to regard 
ethical judgments as ‘‘expressions”’ of the fundamental conatus or 
‘“‘endeavor after self-preservation” that is “‘the very essence of man”’ 
(IV, pp. 21-22), rather than as “‘assertions’’ of fact or of factual 
belief. He might or might not then adopt Spinoza’s definitions of 
“good” and “‘virtue,”’ but, if he did, he would have to offer them as a 
species of “persuasive definition” made reasonable by the 
Spinozistic MEP.'? 


Til 


We come thus to my second question: Is the “ethics’’ Spinoza 
regards as rational in the light of his MEP a “morality”? Did he 
have a morality, a moral action guide? Not all life or action guides 
are moral ones or moralities, e.g., law, etiquette, custom, and rules 
of religious observance, prudential action, scientific procedure, or 
club or organizational membership; and it is not simply to be 
assumed that what Spinoza lays before us in Book IV is a moral 
code or morality, just because it tells us what to do, uses words like 
“sood’’ and “‘virtue” (for these do have nonmoral uses), or takes 
the place in the lives of men of reason that morality occupies in 
those of others. It may be a nonmoral practical system or life-style, 
a nonmorality, which is not to say that it is an immorality or in any 
way immoral. It may even be ‘‘beyond morality” as the ethics of 
love is sometimes claimed to be. One might also ask, of course, 
whether it is an “ethics,” as Spinoza calls it. But “ethics” is a 
somewhat technical term with a wider meaning than ‘“‘morality”’; 
ethical egoism, for example, is usually regarded as an ethics by 
philosophers but it is much less natural to call it a morality. At any 
rate, I am concerned here to ask whether Spinoza’s practical guide 
is a “morality,” not whether it is an “ethics.” 


Spinoza’s ‘“‘New Morality” os 


Actually Spinoza seems to try to avoid using words like 
“moral” and “morality” to characterize what he is talking about; it 
is especially striking that in Scholium 1 to P37, IV, he distinguishes 
and defines Religionem, Pietatem, and Honestatem as different 
phases of the life of reason, but does not mention morality by that 
name.!3 One gets the impression that he tends, when thinking of 
morality, to think of it, along with civil law and traditional religion, 
as the code of life of and proper to ‘‘those who are ignorant”’ and “‘do 
not live as reason dictates.” 

Another way of asking our second question is to ask whether 
“good” and ‘‘virtue,’”’ as Spinoza defines them, are moral terms or 
concepts. That ‘“‘good” is not always a moral idea was cogently 
pointed out by Moore. even though he regarded it as highly rele- 
vant to morality, holding that the morally right action is always 
that which brings about as great a balance of good over evil as possi- 
ble in the world as a whole. Indeed, one has only to look at Spinoza’s 
official definition of ‘“‘good”’ to see that it is anonmoral term: 


By good, I understand that which we certainly know is useful to 
us [Def. 1, IV]... . We call a thing good which contributes to the 
preservation of our being... [P8, IV]. 


What about the concept of ‘“‘virtue’’? It is often mentioned that the 
ancient words “‘arete” and “‘virtus’” did not have a moral meaning 
in our sense, and it seems to me this is true of ‘“‘virtue” in Spinoza’s 
sense. Indeed, he defines it in terms of a kind of power, as the 
Greeks and Romans were inclined to do, as is illustrated by Meno’s 
suggestion that arete is desiring the good or the beautiful and being 
able to procure and possess it.'® 


By virtue and power, I understand the same thing; that is to 
say..., Virtue. . . is the essence itself or nature of man insofar as 
it has the power of effecting certain things which can be un- 
derstood through the laws of its nature alone [Def. 8, IV]. 


More briefly, virtue for Spinoza is ‘acting according to the laws of 
our nature”’ (P24, IV). He also deduces these propositions about vir- 
pues 


... the foundation of virtue is that endeavor itself to preserve our 
own being. . . [Schol. P18, IV]. No virtue can be conceived prior 
to this (the endeavor, namely, after self-preservation) [P22, IV]. 
The endeavor after self-preservation is the primary and only 
foundation of virtue. For prior to this principle no other can be 
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conceived... and without it...no virtue can be conceived 

[Cor.P22, IV]. To act absolutely in conformity with virtue is, in 

us, nothing but acting, living, and preserving our being... as 

reason directs, from the ground of seeking our own profit [P24, 

IV]. 

As I read him, Spinoza is here subscribing to ethical egoism. It is 
true that he derives rather ‘‘altruistic’’ theorems farther along, but 
he can doso only because of the factual premises he uses in addition 
to his definitions and theorems about the nature of virtue. With 
different additional premises (i.e., a different MEP) he would have 
to accept less altruistic consequences.'* In my opinion, however, as I 
have already intimated, ethical egoism just is not a morality in our 
ordinary meaning of this term, even if it is an ethics, and should not 
be regarded as one even if one accepts Spinoza’s MEP. As P. F. 
Strawson has said, “. . .the existence of a system of moral demands 
(at least as we now understand this concept) requires some degree 
of general readiness to recognize claims made upon one even when 
this recognition cannot plausibly be said to be in one’s own in- 
terest.’!7 But a straight-out recognition of such claims is precisely 
what Spinoza’s scheme disallows. It is true that there is a debate 
among philosophers about the definition of morality and about 
whether ethical egoism is a morality or not,!® a debate we cannot try 
to resolve here—but it does seem to me that Spinoza is in effect giv- 
ing up moral talk except for the multitude who do not live by the 
dictates of reason as he sees them (which may be all of us some of 
the time). 

It is sometimes contended at this juncture that an action guide 
is a moral one if and only if it is held or taken to be overriding or 
supreme, or to have priority over all desires and considerations that 
may conflict with it.!9 This view has the advantage, if it is one, of 
ruling out the question, ““Why should I be moral?” that has been so 
difficult to answer otherwise. By the same token, however, it has 
the disadvantage of making that question silly, which it does not 
seem to be.?° It also has the consequence that, if an agent or writer 
regards a certain action guide as overriding or takes it as such in his 
life, then that action guide is a morality—his morality—however 
new it may be, whatever its content may be, and whatever may be 
the grounds, if any, on which he adopts or would defend it. But this 
is hard to believe, for then, for instance, if a person or society takes 
aesthetic considerations to be paramount, aesthetic principles will 
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ipso facto become his or its moral code. It seems clear, however, 
that we would call that agent or society nonmoral; whether we 
would also call him or it immoral or not is another question the 
answer to which depends on our own moral code. Like Strawson, I 
believe that an action guide is not and should not be regarded as a 
morality unless it recognizes nonaesthetic and nonegoistic con- 
siderations straight out as justifying reasons for doing one thing 
rather than another at least sometimes, even when one does not en- 
joy doing it or want to do it and knows it is contrary to his interest or 
self-preservation.*! Here by nonegoistic considerations I mean con- 
siderations about what one’s actions do to other people or sentient 
beings as such. Egoism may recognize such considerations in a 
sense, but only indirectly, as in Spinoza’s proof of P37, IV, and in 
his remarks about the treatment of animals in Scholium 1 to that 
Proposition. 

Spinoza’s rational psychology includes a denial that such non- 
egoistic considerations even can—except out of “‘superstition and 
womanish tenderness’?—be reasons for action. If such psycho- 
logical egoism is indeed true, then, though ethical egoism does not 
follow logically (as Sidgwick and many others have pointed out), 
it is hardly rational to be anything but an ethical egoist, even if 
ethical egoism does involve difficulties when it is extended to 
“those who are ignorant,’ as Spinoza implicitly recognizes. Then, 
however, it is also rational to conclude that we should give up 
morality and replace it with prudence. It still may be, of course, 
that given the Spinozistic MEP it is rational to give up morality 
with its nonegoistic clause, and adopt Spinoza’s ‘‘ethics” instead. 
The substantive question whether one should (in a nonmoral sense) 
live according to a morality or according to some nonmoral life 
guide is not closed by defining morality in a way that takes a non- 
egoistic clause as necessary but not necessarily as sufficient, and it 
may be that metaphysics, epistemology, and psychology are rele- 
vant to and rationally decisive in answering this question. 

Actually, Spinoza might well hold that the man who sees the 
truth of his MEP will kick the moral habit in my sense and live by 
his (Spinoza’s) principles—kick it at least for himself if not for 
society. This is suggested by his “factual” way of speaking when he 
says that the free man never acts deceitfully, etc. Of course, some 
will retort that Spinoza is simply converting “free” and “men of 
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reason” into loaded, commendatory, normative terms,”* but it is 
not obvious that men who are rational and free in his sense 
(enlightened and guided by his MEP) will have any use for such 
terms except in relation to the unenlightened. Even if they do use 
the words “free” and “rational” as commendatory, it does not 
follow, of course, that these words will be moral ones, for commen- 
dation is not necessarily moral. 

In any event, it does seem to me that anyone who defines 
morality along the lines suggested here, as many do (and many do 
not), and who seeks to hold that men should be moral, can do so 
rationally only if he postulates or can show that Spinoza’s MEP is 
mistaken in some important respect. Whether Spinoza’s ethics is a 
morality or not, it or something similar should be taken as a 
rational guide to life if that MEP is true, even though it may be 
rightly insisted that it does not follow stmpliciter from that MEP. 
In this way the answer to the final normative question (nonmoral) 
does depend for its rationality on metaphysics, epistemology, and 
psychology. 


IV 


Four conclusions emerge more or less fully from these reflec- 
tions. (1) If we take Spinoza’s “new” ethics to include the 
definitions as well as the theorems of Book IV, as we must, then he 
must have thought of it, not strictly as following deductively from 
his MEP, but still as uniquely rational given that MEP. (2) It or 
something very like it is uniquely rational, given that MEP. (3) 
But, while it is then authoritative as a guide in life, it is not a form 
of morality, old or new. (4) Morality is not a rational kind of guide, 
if Spinoza’s MEP is true, except perhaps for the many who are ig- 
norant. 

Whether or not Spinoza’s MEP is true, I have not tried to 
determine here, though I do not believe that it is. Nor have I dis- 
cussed the interesting question whether the fact that morality is 
irrational if his MEP is true is a good reason for rejecting that MEP, 
as Kant, James, and others have thought. 


WILLIAM K, FRANKENA 
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Robert J McShea 


Spinoza: Human Nature 


and History: 


“Human nature” and “history” have come to be terms used to 
distinguish two radically different ways in which some major 
political thinkers have approached their subject. ‘‘Human nature,”’ 
or “individualist,” theorists, notably Cicero, Hobbes, Locke, and 
most of those who wrote in English, began by considering the uni- 
formities, necessities, potentialities, and goals of human nature, 
and went on to discuss the suitability to that nature of different 
political and social institutions. Others, notably Polybius, 
Machiavelli, Burke, the Hegelians, and most Continental writers, 
began with the study of history and of the laws of society and 
deduced from these the various characters of men; we are to under- 
stand men in terms of their social circumstances. A similar distinc- 
tion is a commonplace among philosophic writers, but I wish, as 
much as possible, to discuss this matter in the terms used by 
political theorists. The question raised here is whether we shall 
regard Spinoza as using the “human nature” or the “history” ap- 
proach in his political thinking. 

A metaphysical form of the problem arises in the Ethics. Many 
readers find there an almost intolerable degree of tension between 
the principle of the unity of Substance, on the one hand, and on the 
other of the ideal unity of soul of the individual man seeking to live 
by the laws of his own being. How can the ideal of human autonomy 
be maintained in the midst of, as a part of, so overwhelmingly in- 
tegrated an intellectual and extended universe? Spinoza believes he 
has maintained the integrity of these two entities, at least, of which 
one is completely a part of the other; I will not dispute him. The 
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point I wish to make is that Spinoza’s basic work, the Ethics, is 
primarily a treatise on human nature; from a theory of human 
nature he derives an ethics; ethics are a guide to human action; 
human action should be based, not on the nature of all things, but 
on the nature of man himself. 

Given that Spinoza’s metaphysics and ethics are systemically 
prior to his political thought, he would seem to have had two possi- 
ble ways of carrying out that thought. He might have maintained 
that the state and society are “natural” and thus interposed a third 
entity between human nature and Substance. In this case he would 
have analyzed the autonomous laws of society, the state, and 
history, in subjection to which men would find their natural ends. 
Alternatively, he could have written a stoical treatise emphasizing 
the uniformity and autonomy of human nature and discussed, with 
the brevity that the subject deserves, the special problems 
presented by the fact that man is a social animal. I shall argue 
that Spinoza actually takes both courses and, what is more, does so 
without falling into incoherence. Before I do so, however, I would 
like to illustrate the problem to be solved out of the thought of two 
men, Hobbes and Burke, who held clearly opposite opinions on this 
matter. 


1. For Hobbes, the study of politics begins with the study of 
the nature of representative individual man. Society, the useful in- 
teraction of such individuals, cannot come into existence until some 
measure of security is guaranteed by a political sovereign, and 
sovereignty is an artifact, a machine for keeping the peace. The 
state is prior to society and human nature is prior to the state. If you 
would understand why there is a state, how it must be constituted, 
and what our obligations toward it are, you must study the nature 
of man and deduce therefrom that single theory of politics which 
conforms to it. Hobbes understands human nature as the same in 
all men, as unchanging through history and culture as is the nature 
of hydrogen atoms. He is no more interested in history or in the 
study of actual politics than is Euclid, Galileo, or any mathemati- 
cian or chess player. At all times the same basic political problems 
confront us and at all times the same solutions apply. Human 
nature is a universal constant configuration; there is but one 
political formula under which men may safely and usefully in- 
teract. The failure of any particular political mechanism is to be ex- 
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plained either by the fact that it is not designed intelligently to 
process its human material or by the failure of men to understand 
their relationship to the machine. 

The compelling quality of Hobbes’s argument derives from the 
simplicity and clarity of his definition of human nature. At the 
physical level, men are objects in motion. At the organic level, they 
seek self-preservation; they do so tropistically, ‘‘as a stone falls.”’ At 
the animal level, they learn from experience and acquire prudence. 
As humans they have the ability to reason from definitions. From 
this minimum notion of human nature follows what Hobbes himself 
set forth as a minimum political theory. He can be summed up 
most briefly as the ideal political philosopher for a purely 
Gesellschaft society. Refuters of Hobbes should be arguing whether 
such societies are possible, or whether and to what extent they ex- 
ist. Hobbesians are left with the task of refining and completing his 
system and applying it to practical problems. 

2. Burke sees society itself as the entity to be understood, 
although by “society” he means something more complex than 
Hobbes’s market-place society, and by ‘‘understanding” something 
closer to “intuitive grasp” than to Hobbes’s ideal of that total clari- 
ty and certainty which we achieve in geometry. Men are to be un- 
derstood in terms of the society in which they live and in terms of 
their function in that society. The principal object of our political 
and social understanding is the total culture; all is to be understood 
in terms of that. 


Burke does not deny the existence of a basic and universal 
human nature; he says that prior to or apart from their shaping by 
some particular society, all men share a common nature. He goes on 
to add, however, that all men who are really men are encountered in 
some particular society and that therefore we can have no 
knowledge at all of what primary human nature is.? Of course men 
cannot be socialized into living on pure sand, or into taking the 
shape of a cloud, but their nature is very plastic, and so we are more 
interested in the forms that can be given it by society than in its 
own characteristics. Even if we did have knowledge of the primary 
nature of man, we would gain little advantage; we could no more 
deduce the marvelously complex functionality of society and the 
state from that nature than we could deduce a Greek urn from a 
lump of clay. A society is more complex than is an urn; it is a 
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system, and not a system such as is a locomotive or a flower bed 
which we may rearrange in different ways to suit our fancy, but a 
system as is a tree or any evolved ecological system with which we 
ignorantly tamper, to its peril and our own. 

Perhaps the underlying insight of this functionalist (or em- 
pirical, or historical) tradition is that knowledge of society and 
politics is, given the number of independent variables, much like 
knowledge of how to ice-skate or how to be a good husband. It is a 
kind of wisdom, the intensely motivated, but intellectually un- 
systematized accumulation of innumerable small insights and 
kinesthetic experiences, too many and too subtle for precise 
analysis, yet adding up to what can hardly in a practical sense be 
called anything but knowledge. The dramatic victory, in the past 
three hundred years, of systematic investigation over commonsense 
or intuition, a victory in which all of us have a culturally induced 
pride, has put commonsense or wisdom in a poor light. Yet, we con- 
tinue to make our major decisions, personal and political, on the 
basis of just this form of knowledge, and not because we are un- 
educated or willful, but because there is no other way to make 
them. The result of this is that we talk in one way and act in 
another, and the result of that is that our talk is but tenuously 
related to action and our action is based, therefore, on less wisdom 
than that of which we are capable. 

The Hobbesian and Burkean approaches, and their variations, 
might seem between them to exhaust the possibilities, yet both of 
them have serious internal difficulties. Hobbes’s model of human 
nature is commonly thought to be too radically reductionist; it is es- 
sentially the same as the ‘‘economic man”’ of classical economics, 
and from it follows political advice which only rarely seems perti- 
nent to actual (and therefore ambiguous) political situations. 
Theorists before and after Hobbes who have used a richer or more 
multidimensional model of human nature have achieved results 
which are highly satisfactory—to those few who accept their 
models. Further, even if we accept the validity of deductive systems 
based on clear and certain ideas, the number and generality of such 
ideas as are available to us seems insufficient for an adequate 
science of society or politics. To this day, no social science basing 
itself on the ‘human nature” approach has produced a generally 
teachable (‘‘public,”’ in Dewey’s sense) body of concepts, techni- 
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ques, or value judgments which can approach the powers of dis- 
crimination possessed by many sane, interested, and experienced 
persons. If the gaining of knowledge about society and politics is 
like learning to ice-skate, is the acquisition of an art rather than the 
learning of a science, then Burkean functionalism is a sound ap- 
proach. 

Burke’s approach has its own difficulties. It seems to apply well 
to stable and relatively static societies which happen also to furnish 
sufficient satisfactions for its members. Few societies can be so 
described, and no society has ever had sufficient control over its 
own structure to bring about such conditions deliberately. If a 
society did have that degree of conscious control over itself, it would 
no longer be a Burkean society. The greatest drawback to this ap- 
proach, however, is its inability to give us political advice. Burke 
himself, proudly culture bound, could tell us to cherish what we 
have. Contemporary functionalists, torn between principled ad- 
miration for every part of every culture and the scepticism which is 
the inevitable product of cultural comparison, cannot say that 
much. 

To sum up: the historical approach seems to satisfy our de- 
mand for understanding, but in the absence of clear commands 
from God or History, gives us no clues, beyond the now discredited 
norms of our culture, by which to regulate our behavior. Once we 
have dropped human nature from our calculations, we cannot later 
bring it in for the convenient manufacture of political norms. The 
human nature approach has a clear advantage in this: if there is a 
knowable human nature, then a universal ethical system, objective 
in relation to that nature, is possible. If such an ethical system is 
possible, then principled political action, directed toward a real 
general human good, is also possible. 

How did Spinoza deal with this question? He does not discuss 
it as a theoretical problem, but he does discuss social, political, and 
psychological matters and we should be able to determine his ap- 
proach by studying his procedure in such discussions. I must plead 
limitations of space for not taking into account the full complexity 
of his thought and even for not indicating where I have not. 


1. The first and principal impression that Spinoza conveys is 
that he begins, as an individualist, from the study of human nature. 
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In the opening paragraphs of the Improvement of the Understana- 
ing, he tells us why and how we should attempt to transcend the 
commands of our culture. We achieve happiness not by adjustment 
to or through society (although both means are often strategically 
necessary) but by taking independent steps to realize the poten- 
tialities of a human nature which is common to all of us. The socie- 
ty we are to abandon in spirit is not merely Dutch or European 
society, as though there were something peculiarly wrong with 
them, but any society in which we happen to live. Spinoza ad- 
dresses himself to all men in all circumstances and times. As the es- 
say continues, his emphasis shifts from individual to political 
emendation. The way to improve society and government is by im- 
proving ourselves, by helping to improve others, by helping to im- 
prove the institutions by which others can be improved. It is the 
change in the individual which makes possible the desirable 
changes in society. The failures of society are the sum of the ac- 
cumulated failures or inadequacies of its members. The ‘‘ex- 
perience” referred to in the opening sentence is not the historical 
experience of a society but the internal history of a single person. 
The “‘real good” that is sought is neither transcendent of individual 
human interests (Substance has no preferences) nor the subjective 
values of each person; it is a good with respect to a universal and 
uniform human nature. The statement that we should “‘have an ex- 
act knowledge of our nature which we desire to perfect,’ uncom- 
promisingly declares that there is a human nature, that it can be 
known, and that it can be fulfilled or defeated. 

In the Ethics, the human nature and ethical theories are 
joined: 

In what follows, then, I shall mean by ‘“‘good’’ that which we cer- 

tainly know to be a means of approaching more nearly to the type 

of human nature, which we have set before ourselves; by “bad” 


that which we certainly know to be a hindrance to us in ap- 
proaching the said type.‘ 


In the Theological-Political Treatise, Chapter IV, we learn that 
the achievement of individual good has nothing essentially to do 
with culture or circumstance: ‘‘our primary aim must be to make 
our understanding as perfect as possible; for it is in its perfection 
that our supreme good must lie.” In the same chapter it is said that 


Everything, therefore, which follows from the necessity of human 
nature, i.e., from nature itself conceived in the determinative 
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form of human nature, follows, albeit necessarily, from human 
power.® 


On the same page, and with direct reference to the distinction I 
have made between metaphysical and methodological questions, 
Spinoza says: 
We ought to define and explain things through their proximate 
causes, since general considerations about necessity and causal 


connection can give us very little help in forming and arranging 
our thoughts about particular things. 


In the same work, at Chapter XVI, he says that ‘‘the universal 
power of nature as a whole is simply the power of all individual 
things combined,’’’ and at Chapter XVII that 


surely it is not peoples but individuals that nature creates, and 
individuals are only divided into peoples by diversity of language, 
laws, and customs; and the two last, i.e., laws and customs, are 
the only factors which can give a people a particular tempera- 
ment, a particular nature, and lastly particular beliefs.’ 


It might be considered that in the last part of the above quota- 
tion Spinoza has wavered somewhat from a pure individualism, but 
he later, in Chapter XX, returns to that position when he says that 


a man’s judgment can be influenced in many ways, some of them 
hardly credible. . . yet in spite of all that political skill has been 
able to achieve in this field it has never been completely 
successful.° 


Men will always have individual judgments arising out of the inner 
necessities of their nature; human nature cannot be made com- 
pletely plastic to the shaping of any particular culture. 

In his Political Treatise, Spinoza announces his intention ‘‘to 
deduce from the real nature of man,” his political knowledge and 
recommendations.'° He goes on to say that a man “can be called 
free only in so far as he has the power to exist and act in accordance 
with the laws of human nature.”!! This may seem hedged 
somewhat later where he admits that individual freedom is im- 
possible except in society, but in the same paragraph in which this 
admission is made, he returns to his original position by saying that 


if it is because men in the state of nature can hardly be possessed 
of their own right that the Schoolmen wish to call man a social 
animal, I have nothing to say against them.” 


That is, if the Schoolmen want to join Aristotle in saying that man 
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is a ‘‘political animal” that by its nature can achieve fulfillment 
only as a member of a community, then Spinoza will have 
something to say against them. On the same page, he puts 
Rousseau’s thought that a man may be ‘forced to be free” in his 
own terms. A man ‘“‘must carry out every command laid upon him 
by the common decision; or. . . be compelled to do so by right.” A 
man cannot literally be forced to be free, but he can be forced to 
cease obstructing the attempt of other men to be free, and to accept 
the conditions under which he himself might become free. 

Surely there is enough evidence to establish Spinoza as an un- 
mitigated individualist. 


2. There is not. The early pages of the Improvement of the 
Understanding make much of the fact that most men, almost all 
men, are completely subject to the values and conventions of their 
society, and many phrases in the political treatises indicate that 
Spinoza believed that it is a good thing that they are so subject. 

The free man does well to rise above his culture; the slave does 
well to rise to its level. In the Ethics, Spinoza shows not only that 
men are subject to the overwhelming power of convention and 
culture, but that such subjection is necessary, given the laws of 
human psychology.!’ People must live in some society, and the 
nature of the society in which they live makes them different from 
each other. If Spinoza has shifted to the biological analogy, we 
should expect him to say that “every state must necessarily 
preserve its own form, and cannot change it without risking com- 
plete destruction,’ and, 


a people. . . will not be able to uproot the accepted foundation of 
their whole state, and to change its entire construction, without 
great danger of destroying it completely.'* 


As noted, Spinoza intended to deduce his political thought from the 
nature of men,!’ but it should be mentioned that the sentence in 
which he says this continues with the thought that he will deduce 
“nothing save the principles and institutions which accord best 
with practice.’ His thought is that practice has already produced 
every form of government which can be devised to secure human 
concord, and that history, not the philosophers, has produced these 
forms.'§ Later, he states that a certain political conclusion could be 
demonstrated 
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by surveying every civilized state and examining the causes of its 
preservation and downfall. But to do this would be extremely 
tedious for the reader. !9 


In other words, if it were not for the tediousness of the task, some, if 
not all political conclusions could best be reached by appeal to the 
lessons of history. The history of civilized states teaches us a great 
deal about social causation, social laws; it is not a source of infor- 
mation for those thinkers who begin with human nature as their 
object of study. 

A good deal of the imaginative appeal of historical-functional 
approaches lies in the observed disparity between the ignorance 
and stupidity of individual men and the relative rationality and 
effectiveness of their social institutions. Spinoza reinforces this im- 
pression: “‘men are led more by blind desire than by reason,” and so 
become pawns of social forces. 


Experience teaches us only too well that it isno more in our power 
to have a sound mind than to have a sound body.”° 


Man is but a tiny part of the eternal order of nature, and “‘it is by 
the necessity of this order alone that all individual things are deter- 
mined to exist and to act in a definite way.’’?! How are we to recon- 
cile this with his statement, on the same page, that a man is free 
when he can, “‘to speak generally, live as his own nature and judge- 
ment dictate’? Rather crushingly for the individualist position he 
says: 
hence human right or freedom is a nonentity as long as it is an in- 


dividual possession determined by individual power; it exists in 
imagination rather than in fact.22 


The freedom which characterizes the true individual can only be 
had in civil society: 
the right peculiar to human beings can scarcely be conceived save 


where men hold rights as a body, and. . . the more men there be 
that unite in this way, the more right they collectively possess.?* 


The corollary to this is on the same page: individuals have right and 
freedom only in society, yet ‘“‘each of them has the less right the 
more the rest exceed him in power.” In society, “nobody has a right 
to do anything but what he does by the common decree or con- 
sent,’’24 which seems to conflict with his later statement about 
man: “the more free he is, the more completely he obeys himself.”?5 
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On the same page occurs the famous “but we must always 
remember that we are in the power of God like clay in the power of 
the potter.” It is an image from the language of functionalism; men 
are passive receptors of alien forms. 

Spinoza tells us that the right of the sovereign is determined by 
its power, and its power is the power “‘of a people which is guided as 
if by one mind.’’26 Elsewhere in the same text we have learned that 
the most absolute (powerful) state is the best state. It follows that it 
is best that the people be guided by one mind as much as possible. 
A subject has ‘‘no right to decide what is fair or unfair, moral or im- 
moral;’’?? “citizens are not born, but made,’’8 i.e., made by the 
society; and 


as the vices of subjects, and their excessive lawlessness and 
perversity must be attributed to the faults of the commonwealth, 
so conversely their virtues and steadfast observance of the laws 
must be chiefly credited to its excellence.” 


Machiavelli is quoted with approval: “‘a state, like a human body, is 
subject to daily accretions which occasionally require treatment,’’*° 
the very organic analogy which individualists may not use. The 
cyclical theory, closely associated with the historical approach 
appears: 

in time of peace men lay aside their fear; savages and barbarians 


gradually become civilized or cultured, and culture in turn gives 
rise to softness and laziness.*! 


Finally: ‘‘the constitution is the soul of the state,’’®? a remark which 
we would expect to find in Aristotle, Burke, or Hegel. 


3. There is a third class of statements which seems to har- 
monize the two approaches: 
I call a man completely free in so far as he is guided by reason, for 


then he is determined to action by causes which can be adequate- 
ly understood through his own nature alone.* 


That is, if any men are guided by reason, and if not all men are 
guided by reason, then men differ in the extent to which they are 
free, and so individualism, or the human nature approach, is ap- 
propriate to the understanding of the actions of some men more 
than it is for others. A distinction can be made: 
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we should see what notions are common to all men, and what 
notions are only clear and distinct to those who are unshackled by 
prejudice.*4 


No man can be completely free to the extent that he can act solely 
out of the necessities of his own nature, but degrees of such freedom 
are possible.*® We may characterize free men with adequate ideas 
as active, and unfree men without such ideas as passive.** Toward 
the end of Part IV of the Ethics, the difference between the two 
kinds of men has become the difference between the slave and the 
free man.®’ Of these two kinds of men, those who are free and 
rational ‘“‘necessarily agree in nature,’’°® whereas those who are 
slaves, subjects of their passions and ignorance, cannot be in har- 
mony with each other.*® Unfortunately, “it rarely happens that men 
live in obedience to reason.’’*° It is a good thing for a man to achieve 
autonomy; like other good things, it is as difficult as it is rare. 

On the basis of this tangle of quotations, each one somewhat 
ambiguous out of context, I suggest that Spinoza’s method of study- 
ing the social sciences be understood in the following way: Man is a 
creature who lives in a double universe. As a member of one uni- 
verse, he may be considered as an animal whose actions, mental 
processes, and desires can be completely explained in terms of 
heredity, environment (including the internal environment), and 
its individual experience. This ‘‘passivity”’ of animals means that 
everything there is to be known about them can be had by resort to 
“history.” 

All men are partly, and most men are all but completely, like 
animals in this respect, and therefore the historical or functional 
method of studying men actually works. At this level, the major 
difference between men and animals is that men’s environment is 
principally other men and the complex of words, attitudes, and ob- 
jects which we call culture. Therefore, in order to understand this or 
that man, we study his culture and the history of that culture. The 
information so produced can be true, important, and in many cases 
complete.*! 

Yet, although men can survive as animals, they cannot fulfill 
their essence as can an animal immersed in its particular environ- 
ment. ‘“‘Man thinks.’#? It is true that man’s essence as a thinking 
being cannot be perfectly realized. A man cannot become a disem- 
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bodied intellect, an eternal, omnipotent, and omniscient being. It 
may appear to us that some few lucky animals may succeed in 
fulfilling their essence; the best that a few lucky men can do is to 
see what it would be to act out of the necessities of their own nature 
only. Even if men could achieve total rationality, they would yet be 
confined to the system of the Attribute of Thought. That is, their 
thoughts would be determined by the structure of thought itself, 
and so they would be in total agreement with each other and with it 
on every subject. Spinoza’s ideal of individualism includes freedom, 
but not free will; his ideal autonomous men shed their personal egos 
and merge into the general type of mankind. 

Spinoza’s primary aim in the Ethics is to take the individual 
out of the realm of history and culture. Once this is done, or begun, 
the individual must return to society, understand it, and help it to 
become rational so that his own development may be less in danger 
and so that others may have the way opened to a similar freedom of 
their own. The parallel to Plato’s thought is striking. 

For Spinoza, as a political and social thinker the ultimate ap- 
proach is individualism; the ultimate unit is the single human type. 
True, a man would lose his individuality completely at the ideal 
point where he understands all and his mind merges with the At- 
tribute of Thought, but his mind does not join that Attribute as a 
cell might join a larger body to which it will be subordinate, but as a 
circle merges with the class of circles, not subordinated to it, but 
equal to and identical with the whole class. 

The original question, of course, was not about truth but about 
method, and not ultimate method but a method useful here and 
now. Spinoza’s here-and-now method varies with the level of the 
material studied. The study of the mind of the ideal man is iden- 
tical with the study of truth itself, that is to say, with the study of 
that final unified science which would take the form of a universal 
deductive “‘geometrical’”’ system. At the other extreme, the study of 
“natural” man would be the study of a solitary and debased 
creature which, unlike other animals, would be almost totally in- 
competent to deal with its environment and with other natural 
men. Between these ideal extremes are the men we observe: the 
highly socialized man, an uncritical cell of his culture, whose ac- 
tions and thoughts are best understood by understanding the laws 
of society and politics; the philosophic man, one who is struggling 
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with only moderate success to free himself from the net of cir- 
cumstance, culture, and passion, who is trying to live in the cool 
world of the intellect, and who is additionally involved in the 
reconstruction of his own society and in his role as an exemplar. The 
prime method for studying this philosophic man is the individualist 
method, the human nature approach. As we understand an artist in 
terms of what he is trying to do and what can be done, rather than 
as a reflection of current trends or his historical circumstances, so 
we understand philosophic man in terms of the human nature he is 
trying to achieve. 

The contemporary application of Spinoza’s distinction is in- 
teresting, even if speculative. It is that the present trend toward 
studying society and politics in functionalist terms is justified, for 
the “‘passivity”’ of the overwhelming majority of men, during most 
of their lives, makes them suitable subjects for this approach: they 
are, in Spinoza’s word, “‘slaves.’”’ On the other hand, the dogmatic 
tendency that results from the success of this method, the tendency 
to judge all persons as ‘“‘nothing but” the product of their society, 
the tendency to assume that all thought and evaluation is 
ideological, culture bound, as relative to the position of the thinker 
in his society—this is rejected as false. 
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1 This essay is intended as a footnote to R. D. Cumming’s Human Nature and 
History, a book which is currently changing the way in which students of political 
theory view their subject. 


2 This thought is not necessarily merely a definition. The idea that man has 
evolved into a creature which survives only as a member of some culture can have 
empirical support. 
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Ethics (E), and Correspondence, are from Works of Spinoza, Vol. II, trans. R. H. M. 
Elwes (New York: Dover Publications, 1951). References to Tractatus Theologico- 
Politicus (TTP) and Tractatus Politicus (TP) are from Spinoza: The Political 
Works, trans. A. G. Wernham (Oxford, 1958). 
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William Sacksteder 


Spinoza on Democracy 


I. Problem and Textual Difficulties 


Democracy has seemed the best, the most natural, or the in- 
evitable form of government to surprisingly few systematic political 
philosophers. Among those few is Spinoza. However, his analysis 
has been consistently neglected. There are reasons for this over- 
sight. His political speculations are imbedded in a philosophic con- 
text which is forbidding for popular purposes and studded with doc- 
trines uncongenial to modern inclinations. To a superficial view, his 
political doctrines themselves are easily rejected. Many find 
altogether too tough-minded the doctrine that right is equivalent to 
power or the initial resemblances to the reputedly totalitarian 
philosophy of Hobbes. Others find altogether too tender-minded 
notions such as natural law and the efficacy of reason. Yet at least 
one writer of note hailed Spinoza, rather than other more likely 
seeming candidates, as the prophet of liberalism.! And even the 
subtitles of his political works, as well as many of the devices and 
conclusions of his treatises suggest ideals to which we pay lip ser- 
vice today. I propose here to present a statement of Spinoza’s con- 
ception of democracy which shows its connections with other phases 
of the philosophy in which it occurs and with an intricate set of 
political principles whereby democracy is called the best form of 
government. I shall defend the viewpoint only insofar as an effort at 
clear statement is defense. But I hope to suggest that facile 
refutations are mistaken and that there may be justice in a recon- 
sideration. Perhaps even cause for admiration may emerge. 

However, such an effort at exposition is complicated by certain 
textual difficulties. For the Tractatus Politicus, which is Spinoza’s 
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principal political work, was left incomplete at his death, having 
been broken off after only two pages had been written of a projected 
series of chapters on democracy. None of the other works treat 
specifically of the various forms of government or dominion. In- 
sofar as I inquire after his conception of democracy, therefore, I am 
committed to extrapolation, rather than simple restatement, and 
shall need to invoke special interpretative devices. 

First, and most readily applicable, are the few pages of the 
incomplete chapter and the incidental remarks on democracy 
scattered among Spinoza’s writings. Second, democracy is one of 
three basic forms of dominion, of which the other two do receive 
detailed study. Consequently, insofar as these bear schematic in- 
terdependence with each other, democracy’s characteristics may be 
inferred by projecting those of the other two according to a scale 
construed from democracy’s relations to aristocracy and monarchy. 
Third, the abbreviated discussion of political matters in the Trac- 
tatus Theologico-Politicus is asserted to be applicable most im- 
mediately to democracy, since democracy is the definitive form. 
That it is basic in this sense is indicated by remarks such as that 
democracy is ‘“‘the most natural form of dominion” or “dominion in 
its best condition.” Hence in an abbreviated discussion there is a 
democratic bias to general political principles, and democracy itself 
emerges as dominion in the unqualified sense. To this extent, we 
may translate the properties of Spinoza’s generic accounts of the 
state into characterization of the democratic form in which they ex- 
ist absolutely. And similarly, to the extent that democracy is the 
best form of government, we may translate all criteria which are 
proper to political evaluation into characterization of the form in 
which they are most completely fulfilled. 

Thus the concept of democracy is not a matter of incidental 
mention for Spinoza. Instead, it has a preeminent ubiquity and ex- 
cellence, so that discussion of it involves the principles governing 
his whole philosophy. Therefore I shall begin my investigation with 
a brief account of the basic principles of that philosophy, citing 
their special relevance to political theory. Then I shall summarize 
principles general to political theory and questions concerning the 
state, concluding with the specifics of the concept of democracy 
itself. 
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Me Politics wits Context 


The complexity and systematic texture of Spinoza’s 
philosophy is notorious. But I need to cite the intricacies of that 
whole here only sufficiently to show two ruling considerations. First 
the definition of the part depends on its differentiation from other 
parts within the whole. Hence I must indicate Spinoza’s careful dis- 
crimination of the range of his political doctrines, in order to show 
implicit qualifications on all that is said and to understand 
omissions which seem glaring when politics is otherwise located. 
Second, since the part shares characteristics prevailing in the 
whole, and is in crucial senses determined by the whole, I must 
notice nonpolitical doctrines which are applicable here or which 
appear as principles governing political analysis.* 

The whole within which all political phenomena occur is 
nature itself. Although there are peculiarities which permit isola- 
tion of the specifically political, everything that occurs in the 
political realm occurs as well in accordance with the laws of nature. 
To say this is no different from the assertion what whatever is is in 
God, and it is in this sense that the entire treatment of nature as a 
whole—or of God, in Book I of the Ethics—is involved in, but not 
sufficient for, any characterization of politics. In that book the 
groundwork is laid for any analysis of individual things, for these 
exist according to coherent and universal laws. Hence specific 
metaphysical doctrines are utilized in politics. For example, the 
dependence of individual things on God for existence and con- 
tinuance in existence may be translated, according to the relations 
of the whole of nature to individual things, into the political princi- 
ple that right is coextensive with power. Likewise the doctrine that 
from the divine nature infinite things follow in infinite ways 
foreshadows the fundamental contingency of political particulars, 
even within a determinate universe. 

Political phenomena are more specifically within human 
nature and dependent upon it. Political structures are built by in- 
dividual human beings. Hence any presumptions and their conse- 
quences which condition individual existence whether general or 
human enter into political structures. Individual things are finite, 
enter into causal chains, and involve determinate existence. Man is 
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composed of a body and the mind which is its idea, being under 
each of these attributes a union (according to a certain form) of a 
number of individual parts. Also, under each attribute the order of 
causes is parallel, and adequacies of organization mutually corre- 
spond. The human body is dependent upon external bodies, being 
both affected by them and a cause affecting them. The mind is sub- 
ject to a corresponding association of ideas. With respect to its 
knowledge the human mind has inadequate cognizance of itself, of 
its body, of external bodies, and of the duration of all individual 
things, insofar as it proceeds according to the order of external 
stimulation. And, on the other hand, it achieves adequate 
knowledge when it conceives through the essence of God. These 
doctrines also apply to the limitations of our political awareness, as 
they show the path to possible social accomplishment. 

So considered human nature is subject to a large variety of 
emotions, which are affections of the body together with the mind’s 
idea thereof. These are actions insofar as we are their adequate 
cause, and they are passions insofar as they are conceivable only 
through the nature of an external object. The primary emotions are 
desire, which is the endeavor whereby each thing seeks to persevere 
in its own being, and joy and sorrow, which are respectively the 
passions by which the mind passes to a greater or lesser perfection. 
From the political standpoint, the exhaustive catalogue and 
analysis of these and their derivatives which occur in Book III of the 
Ethics provide fundamental patterns of human behavior on which 
political expectations must be based. Since the guidance of reason 
cannot be presumed, governmental structures must make allow- 
ance for human desires as different as that whereby we are simi- 
larly moved by that which we imagine to effect a thing like 
ourselves, and that whereby we attempt to prevent another’s 
possession of that in which we imagine he delights. Moreover, to the 
extent that political jurisdiction is absent or inadequate, it is in 
terms of his own emotions that each person judges good and evil 
and pursues or avoids what he supposes to be either. In conse- 
quence, realistic political analysis will consider human beings so 
conditioned, and it must gauge its precautions and expectations ac- 
cordingly. 

On the basis of Human Nature so understood, Spinoza builds 
an elaborate ethical analysis in which it is possible to determine the 
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causes of human impotence and instability, the prescriptions of 
reason for their remedy, the power of the intellect to control the 
emotions, and the conditions and consequences of achievement of 
freedom of mind or blessedness. Here it is demonstrated that man 
suffers insofar as he is part of nature; that he necessarily desires 
what seems to him good; that virtue consists in acting according to 
the laws of our own nature, and is founded on the endeavor to 
preserve our own being; that community with like natures is among 
external things the most useful to man; and that true blessedness is 
found in that kind of knowledge which consists in the intellectual 
love of God. 

Political theory is to be subsumed under one aspect of this 
moral analysis, but in another sense it must be radically differen- 
tiated therefrom. It is in terms of this dependence plus com- 
partmentalization that an oblique sketch of the bases for political 
analysis is presented in a Scholium in Book IV of the Ethics. Book 
IV is devoted to human bondage to the passions. It also includes 
recommendations from reason for its remedy. Reference to com- 
munity relationships falls under this last rubric, but the remedies of 
the communal order fall short of true human liberty and the highest 
moral state, both of which are considered according to a subsequent 
shift to the more complete moral context of Book V. 

Politics is subsumable under ethics, first, in the sense that en- 
trance into the political condition is a moral recommendation. It is 
part of the moral life to achieve community with other men, and 
political institutions are both the precondition and the manifesta- 
tion of that accomplishment. Consequently it is in accordance with 
reason that men should enter into a social condition, External 
things are good, that is they are certainly useful, insofar as they 
agree with our own nature; and men agree in nature to the extent 
that they live in accordance with reason, whereas they differ in 
nature insofar as they are subject to passions. Moreover, that power 
of action in which our virtue consists is augmented by communion 
with likes and by peace and security of mind, both of which are pur- 
poses of the civil condition conducive to the ethical life. 

Politics is subsumable under ethics, secondly, in the sense that 
all political phenomena possess a moral aspect, whether good or 
bad. The same given facts of human nature, which form the basis 
for the later ethical elaboration and which are subjected to ethical 
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criteria, are presumed and utilized for political analysis. For exam- 
ple, the fact that an emotion is restrained or removed by an opposed 
and greater emotion, which is cited for analysis of human nature in 
an ethical mode, indicates also an important means for political 
control. In this sense, certain demonstrable human tendencies 
which moral achievement at its greatest heights seeks to control or 
minimize become crucial means in relation to the less complete 
moral achievements of politics. For example, the emotions of hope, 
fear, humility, and repentance always involve some element of 
passivity, and they might be surmounted by the fullest moral 
development. Yet, since men do not all live according to reason, 
these emotions may be more beneficial than not in controlling 
human ills and they may even serve as stepping-stones useful in 
pursuing more active states. It is such second-best adjustments 
which become dominant in the political mode. 

But on the other hand, politics is to be distinguished from 
ethics, since the aims which it pursues are more restricted than 
those of ethics and also subordinate to them. In addition the means 
which it uses are only incidentally means to the moral states of 
rational control and blessedness. Ethics is concerned with analysis 
of man’s highest intellectual and moral attainments, whereas 
politics is founded on the recognition that most men follow their 
desires as much or more than they follow the dictates of reason, 
while only a few achieve the highest moral development. We may 
distort political uses in either of two ways: we might mistakenly ex- 
pect that political devices will make men good in higher ways, 
whereas by hope and fear they are merely compelled to those ac- 
tions which the moral man does for other reasons; and we suppose 
mistakenly that human excellence consists in that minimum which 
is politically achievable. Although communal achievements are 
minimal, they are nonetheless moral, inasmuch as they provide 
material conditions conducive to the moral life and they are in- 
gredient to its fullest acquisition. But they only control the acts of 
men, and they are accomplished by setting up institutional con- 
ditions permitting peace and security regardless of the moral state 
of the person subjected to them. 

The political sphere is paralleled by the religious. Religion 
similarly has regard to obedience, to the achievements of as much 
as possible by lesser means among men incapable of ethical vir- 
tuosity or of sufficient understanding. But there is furthermore a 


Spinoza on Democracy 123 


complex interrelation between political and religious concerns. The 
outward ceremonies of religion, like the actions of justice and chari- 
ty, are matters of public welfare rather than blessedness, hence 
they gain legal force from political authority. But by contrast with 
ceremonies, inward religion and piety can not be subjected to 
political authority. Whether they are regarded as divine laws (ac- 
cording to the popular understanding) or as eternal truths (accor- 
ding to the philosophic), they are directed instead to the highest 
good, which is intellectual perfection or the knowledge and love of 
God. 

A political theory so isolated and determined will have certain 
peculiarities. It will not analyze, nor provide means for seeking, 
man’s highest ends; yet it will provide means toward human 
goodness and it may be judged in moral terms. It will not differen- 
tiate the peculiarities of social phenomena in a given historical 
epoch; yet it will delimit the nature involved in any human associa- 
tion and it will show conditions inherent in human nature and in 
the circumstances of any time and place. In such terms analysis 
must discuss governmental forms according to the rights they 
allocate as well as according to their excellence respecting general 
human conditions. Their utility and stability irrespective of any 
particular problems which might be brought under them is what is 
in question. By being restricted in this way to general conditions, 
theory may achieve a mode of certainty applicable to all possible 
cases despite our incomplete knowledge of the peculiarities of given 
cases which might arise. Resultant doctrines must conform to 
human experience and practice, though they will not depend upon 
these for their validity, but rather on deduction from conditions 
general to human nature. Both the meanings and the limitations of 
the political analysis will be lost, if that analysis is not understood 
to be defined by the remainder of the system sketched above. 
Likewise, the cogency of many of its arguments will be lost, if they 
are not understood both as deriving principles from a more fun- 
damental analysis and as constituting a unique subject matter. 


III. General Political Principles 
When general relationships between nature and man are 


translated into right (iura), natural right becomes the very laws 
(leges) or rules of nature in accordance with which everything takes 
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place.? Hence natural right is the same as the power (potentia) of 
nature as a whole. Since the beginning and continuing in existence 
of any individual natural thing cannot be inferred from its essence, 
the thing exists and operates by the power of God, which is to say it 
accords with rules of nature and in consequence its natural right is 
coextensive with its power to exist and to operate. Whatever a man 
does in accordance with the laws of his nature, he does by the 
supreme right of nature. 

In accordance with the laws of our nature considered alone the 
dictates of reason may preserve our power of existing and operating, 
that is our freedom. Yet it is not in everyone’s power to strive after 
that preservation by use of reason. Human nature is so constituted 
that men live according to blind desire and appetites arising from 
the passions as well as according to the dictates of reason. From the 
standpoint of the universal right of nature no distinction between 
desires arising from reason and those arising from other causes can 
be made. Both are equally embodiments of the force of nature, and 
both are followed in accordance with the laws of nature or by 
natural right. Consequently everything that is done is in accordance 
with the laws of universal nature whether it follows from reason or 
from desire. It is done by natural right, which forbids nothing which 
is desired and possible. 

A man is said to be dependent on his own rights (sui turts) in- 
sofar as he can live after his own mind, and he is dependent on 
another’s rights (alterius ituris) insofar as he is in the other’s power, 
being bound either bodily or by hope and fear. But one man alone is 
scarcely able to support life or cultivate his mind. Yet by nature all 
men are liable to passions based on hatred, they are parted and op- 
posed to each other, and they fear each other. Therefore, so long as 
right is determined by the power of each individual, and each is 
dependent on his own rights, the rights of each are so insecure that 
they are practically nonexistent. That is, individual men under 
natural right alone are powerless. Conversely, to the extent that 
men come together and unite their strength, they increase their 
powers, and consequently their right. Merely natural rights proper 
to a man are thus made secure and supplemented when many men 
have created common rights by which they may protect themselves 
and live according to the common judgment of all. In such a condi- 
tion, the right of each is both limited and augmented by the power 
of the remainder, that is, by the common right. 
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That right which is determined by the power of the multitude 
and which can compel each to do what is ordered by the common 
consent is called dominion (imperium). And dominion is held ab- 
solutely by an agent to whom charge of public affairs has been given 
by common consent, be that agent a council of the common mul- 
titude (democracy), a council of a chosen few (aristocracy), or a 
single man (monarchy). It is only in relation to such an established 
dominion that wrongdoing (peccatum), or action that is forbidden 
by right, is possible. By contrast under the ordinance of natural law 
alone, everything which can be done is done by natural right, and 
wrong is possible only in the sense (improperly called “‘wrong’’) that 
one may violate the dictates of reason, and bring about one’s own 
downfall. Likewise justice (tustitia) and injustice, which are respec- 
tively dispositions to render or not to render to each what is deter- 
mined by the common right to belong to him, are conceivable only 
under dominion, that is, where there are common rights. 

In this way there arises dominion which may be called “‘civil’’ 
with respect to its condition, and a ‘‘state’”’ (civitas) so far as it 
forms a whole body. More detailed political analysis may thus be 
conducted in terms of traits generic to the civil condition, the first 
of which is the supreme right of the state or of the supreme 
authorities (summa potestates). 

Just as the rights of the individual are coextensive with his 
power, so the rights of dominion held by the supreme authorities 
correspond to power: they are simply the rights of nature as further 
limited by the power of a unified multitude. In turn, the right of any 
citizen or subject is diminished to the extent that the state exceeds 
him in power. He acts and possesses only as he can according to the 
general decree of the state. Moreover, for the supreme authorities to 
give to another the right and power to live in any way he wishes, or 
to interpret for himself the decrees and rights of the state, is to 
divide the state. To give these rights to each citizen (or in effect to 
return them) is to destroy the state. Therefore such an abandon- 
ment cannot be conceived as occurring according to the ordinance 
of the state, but only through reversion to a merely natural state. In 
consequence, each citizen is dependent not on his own right, but on 
that of the state whose commands he is thus bound to execute. 

That such a submission is not contrary to the dictates of reason 
will be seen by recognizing that reason would contradict nature if it 
dictated dependence solely on one’s own rights in a natural state 
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among men subject to passions. Instead reason teaches us to seek 
peace, which in turn depends on maintaining the state’s general 
rights. Reason also suggests an endeavor to prevent general fear and 
suffering, to which ends the civil condition is dedicated. Finally, ac- 
cording to reason’s own law of choosing the lesser of two evils, one 
should elect the general benefit derived from the state in preference 
to whatever harm and even repugnance to reason might be involved 
in a particular decree. 

It is also the case that the power (and consequently the right) of 
the state is severely limited in certain respects. First, as is true for 
the individual man, that state is most powerful and independent 
which is founded and guided by reason. For the right of the state is 
limited by the power of the multitude, and its unity of mind is in- 
conceivable apart from the pursuit of the interests of all in accor- 
dance with sound reason. Secondly, since the subjects are bound by 
hope and fear, the right of the state can extend neither to such 
things as no one can be induced to do by these means, nor to that 
which is abhorrent to human nature. Thirdly, just as the right of 
the state is created by the common power of the multitude, so it is 
abrogated by such things as cause indignation common to the ma- 
jority. Finally, against the world at large the rights of one state are 
limited by those of other states, after the manner of individuals in 
their natural condition. 

The right of the supreme authorities, limited in this way, con- 
sists chiefly in being ‘‘the mind, as it were, of the dominion,” by 
which all ought to be guided. Their functions, consequently, consist 
in deciding what is good and evil, equitable or not, and what is to be 
done and omitted. Accordingly, the supreme authorities have the 
right to legislate, to interpret laws, to judge particular cases by 
them, and to handle foreign affairs. And conversely, the private 
citizen who attempts (whatever his intention) to fulfill these offices 
is a pretender to the dominion. The state so conceived can do wrong 
only in one sense which is metaphorical, since wrong properly refers 
only to violation of civil laws. It can bring about its own ruin, which 
amounts to acting against the dictates of reason. In this sense, for 
example, the state is bound to preserve the causes of fear and 
reverence and to avoid actions that convert fear into indignation 
and actions which breed hostility rather than the civil condition. 
Violations of this sort can not be vindicated by civil rights, but only 


Spinoza on Democracy 127 


by a return to the right of nature alone. Even the decision whether it 
is for the general welfare for the contract or laws of the original 
transfer of rights to be broken lies with the holder of dominion. Yet 
the violation of these fundamental laws, if it weakens the state by 
arousing indignation, to that extent dissolves the state and is vin- 
dicated by the law of war. 

Such a state is most powerful and most dependent on its own 
right when it is founded and guided by reason. Thus it follows the 
best plan of living and assures to the utmost its own preservation. 
Since the purpose of a civil condition is peace and security of life, 
that dominion is best under which men live in unity (concordia) 
and rights are not violated. Peace must here be understood not 
merely as the absence of war, but as a state of virtue springing from 
strength of mind. The life of men in such a condition is not merely 
animal. Rather it is defined chiefly by reason, by true virtue and by 
the life of the mind. But a dominion serving this end is one es- 
tablished by a free multitude, rather than by the rights of war. For 
the multitude is guided more by hope aimed at cultivation of life 
and at one’s own ends than by fear or by escape from death at the 
price of freedom. Thus, though the dominion created by a free mul- 
titude, and that gained by right of war do not differ essentially in 
the rights which are established, yet both their ends and the means 
of their preservation are sharply opposed. 


IV. Monarchy and Aristocracy 


The general problem concerning specific forms of government, 
democracy among them, is to select those fundamental 
rights—constitutional rights, we should say—which will lead to the 
preservation of the existing form. If the internal causes of dissolu- 
tion of the state are removed by some constitution, then it is only 
disrupted by external fortune, and in this sense it is made as 
everlasting as possible. The discussion of each form may be limited 
therefore to those foundations which are best in that their violation 
arouses the indignation of the multitude whereas accordance with 
them produces peace and security. Such are in each case the foun- 
dations which can be instituted by a free people, and from which 
will follow peace and pursuit of the public interest. Such in- 
stitutions are so framed that men will preserve public right in 
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preference to private advantage, whether they act in accordance 
with reason or follow their passions. Such fundamental laws are in- 
stituted in accordance with general human nature, and by them the 
safety of the state is entrusted to the fidelity and constancy of no 
one person. 

The problem of a monarchy founded on these principles is to 
preserve the liberty of the multitude by contriving that the power of 
the king will be both limited by the power of the multitude and 
preserved by its defense. In this way, consulting the common 
welfare preserves the monarch’s independence, and he remains safe 
while his people remain peaceful. To this end, it is necessary to 
form a general council, having subordinate administrative and 
judiciary bodies, the function of which is to relate the decision of 
the monarch to the whole of the state. This council can make known 
to him the condition of the dominion, it can advise concerning the 
common welfare, and it can supply continuity of rule at his death. 
Such a state remains a monarchy inasmuch as decision lies with the 
king, yet it is the king’s highest right, because most consonant with 
his independence, to choose the opinion of the greater part of the 
council; and not everything the king wills is law, though all law is 
the will of the king. In a free monarchy, only those rights which a 
group cannot hold—ending of controversy and dispatch of 
decision—are transferred to the king. These rules for excellence in 
monarchy all oppose the complete transfer of right to him. Such ab- 
solute rule is impossible in practice, and it would in any case 
diminish both the king’s independence and the well-being of the 
citizens. Rather, the foundations of the dominion themselves are 
binding on the king, though they are to be regarded as his own eter- 
nal decrees. Any resistance to the king is by the rules of war, rather 
than by the laws of the state. With this fundamental constitutional 
organization, remaining regulations proper to monarchy are de- 
signed to prevent corruption and to attain balanced representation, 
equality, and stimuli to peace. It is also desirable to avoid a non- 
citizen military organization and to achieve an armed and informed 
body of citizens. 

The problem in founding an aristocracy is to see that it rests on 
the sole will and power of the council of patricians when it acts as a 
whole. This is possible when the peculiar dangers of this form of 
government are avoided. First, it is peculiarly liable to fac- 
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tionalism, a difficulty which must be remedied by the careful main- 
taining of a proportion of patricians to masses such that it is im- 
possible to form power constellations around a few of the latter. But 
second, since any form is in its best condition insofar as its rule is 
complete, and since in practice dominion is limited to the extent 
that there is a cause of fear in the multitude, a series of provisions is 
necessary in order to eliminate such causes of fear. In an 
aristocracy, dominion is held by certain chosen men formed into a 
supreme council, which passes all laws and chooses its own 
members and ministers. Unlike a monarch, this council’s every will 
should be law, for unity of mind among so many will be possible 
only on rational decisions. This council is supplemented by a 
smaller council of syndics, who guard the fundamental laws, by a 
senate, which has charge of executive matters, and by a court 
devoted to decision of private disputes. As in monarchy, subor- 
dinate provisions are made to prevent corruption and military 
dominance, to preserve equality (here only among the patricians), 
to secure pursuit of the general welfare, and to provide stimuli to 
peace. A variant (and better) form is that aristocracy which is 
formed by confederation of many cities. In this case, greater care for 
the multitude and greater liberty are maintained by the effects of 
local government on partrician ambitions, while the strength of 
each of the various cities is limited by that of its partners. 


V. Democracy 


In the few pages of the incomplete chapter on democracy, 
Spinoza defines it as that form of government in which the right to 
a vote in the supreme council is contingent on fulfilment of certain 
conditions laid down by law, rather than on election by other 
members as in an aristocracy. He states that the variety which it is 
appropriate to discuss (i.e., the best) is that in which this right is 
granted by law to all who are native, independent, and respectable.‘ 

The problem of founding such a dominion is the opposite of 
that in a monarchy. Since in the latter, decision was provided by 
the unitary decree of the king, the difficulty in a good monarchy 
was to see that the decision so provided conformed appropriately to 
conditions set by the will of a multitude as unified as possible. Thus 
in general councilors were needed as sensory organs which could 
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provide a monarch with the awareness of general conditions 
necessary for wise decision. In a democracy, conversely, since the 
supreme authority corresponds almost exactly with the multitude, 
the difficulty of approximating decision to the desires of the mul- 
titude is solved, but the opposite difficulty arises. Democratic deci- 
sion, that is decision by all the people acting as a whole, will be 
rational and agreeable to the multitude, but it will be enormously 
difficult to achieve such unified decision. There will also be danger 
of factionalism wherein the multitude splits into several unified but 
sharply opposed camps. There is a corollary problem of securing ex- 
peditious execution. And it will be difficult to preserve fundamen- 
tal rights to the extent that any decision does not represent com- 
plete unity. All of these dangers are shared with aristocracy to some 
extent. Consequently hints concerning the devices for meeting 
them may be extrapolated from recommendations for aristocratic 
institutions. 

Aristocracy stands midway between monarchy and democracy. 
It shares the tendencies and difficulties of both, and hence it il- 
lustrates the institutions appropriate for avoiding the dangers of 
each. In an aristocracy proportionate magnitude in the council 
solves the monarchical problem of correlating decisions to needs of 
the state as a whole, and prevents the formation of factions around 
a few outstanding men. In a democracy, such magnitude is carried 
to its extreme, though, doubtless, as in federal aristocracy, formal 
meetings of the whole council become impractical. In a large coun- 
cil, such unity of decision as is achieved cannot help but be in the 
general interest, and the influence of a few outstanding men will be 
limited by sheer numbers. But in aristocracy there are also converse 
problems which call for a series of governmental bodies subordinate 
to the supreme council. Since these are needed precisely because of 
the size and unwieldiness of the body possessing ultimate decision, 
it may be presumed that their analogues will be even more 
desirable in a democracy. In an aristocracy a lifetime council of syn- 
dics is appointed with a severe guardianship over the fundamental 
laws, and in particular over the tendency for dominion to pass into 
fewer and fewer hands; a senate is needed to promulgate and ex- 
ecute the council’s orders, with subordinate consuls forming a con- 
tinuous executive; and lower courts are needed to decide issues 
between private persons. Moreover, the very existence of these 
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groups generates a new constitutional need to insure their respon- 
sibility to the supreme council. Such responsibility is maintained 
(except in the case of the syndics) by rotation of office, and by in- 
creasing their size and interdependence. The tendencies requiring 
these devices are intensified in a democracy, and it may therefore 
be presumed that some such bodies would also be necessary for a 
democratic constitution.® 

Since democracy differs from aristocracy in the size and com- 
position of the supreme council, and since the difference would in- 
crease the need for subordinate bodies, it may be presumed that the 
problems generated by such bodies, their mutual relations and their 
subordination to the supreme council, would become even more 
acute in a democracy. Consequently, an institution similar to the 
council of syndics, whose primary responsibility is preservation of 
the constitutional structure, would become peculiarly important in 
a democracy. Moreover, there is a persistent tendency for 
democracy to degenerate into aristocracy and thence into monarchy 
by concentrating power in the hands of fewer men. Consequently 
some preventive mechanism must be built into the fundamental 
rights if the state is to be internally sound and liable only to exter- 
nal destruction. The alternative to periodic dictatorship is the 
council of syndics which embodies something analogous to the 
“sword of the dictator” in a civil rather than a natural person, and 
thereby constitutes a source of fear only to the wicked, rather than 
to good and evil alike, as does a dictator. The function of this body 
would thus be to preserve the form of the dominion, which in 
democracy would involve principally guarding the suffrage and 
preserving equality among citizens. It must also prevent the 
citizens themselves from breaking the fundamental laws and secure 
responsibility of subordinate groups to the full ruling body. 


My remarks thus far have shown defining characteristics of 
democracy insofar as Spinoza either shows it to differ in kind from 
the other forms or implies institutions it might require in virtue of 
its similarities to certain other forms. Yet, even in so proceeding, I 
have utilized the fact that democracy relates to the other forms of 
government on a continuous scale on which it forms one extreme 
with respect to various qualities, aristocracy being in the middle 
and monarchy at the opposite extreme. To the extent that such a 
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scheme holds, we may infer certain characteristics of democracy, 
after the manner of geometrical determination of a direction by 
projecting a line determined by two given points. I now turn to the 
traits of democracy resultant on its culminating position in this se- 
quence of forms. 


Spinoza’s own dependence on such a schematism may be seen 
most clearly in a passage in which he specifies the differences 
between monarchy and aristocracy. The latter possesses great ad- 
vantage over the former in that, having a council rather than an in- 
dividual as supreme authority, it possesses power more adequate to 
the support of a dominion without a system of councilors; it is not 
subject to death but is continuous; it never holds its dominion on 
sufferance, as does the king when youthful, ill, or senile; and it 
possesses a stability and constancy whereby its every will should be 
law, unlike a king, whose every will need not be law, even though 
every law should derive from his will. Since in the number of the 
supreme authority, the characteristic generating these differences, 
democracy surpasses aristocracy, democracy may be presumed to 
be at the extreme opposite to monarchy in all these respects. 

Moreover, for these and other like reasons, an aristocratic 
federation of many cities is preferable to an aristocracy in one city, 
the principal additions being the close link of local authorities to 
the people and the greater dependence on devices of mutual con- 
sultation, discussion and persuasion as preliminary to making 
decisions. In a democracy, both proximity and consultation would 
be intensified, since sensitivity to popular opinion would be a 
precondition of personal power, and discussion and debate would be 
a precondition of any unity of decision. 

Spinoza sums up the passage comparing aristocracy and 
monarchy by asserting that these are so many ways of saying that 
an aristocracy approaches more nearly the absolute, for a state is 
more absolute according to the adequacy and continuity of power 
held by its supreme authorities. However, in an aristocracy, these 
are limited by fear of the multitude and by the possibility of rever- 
sion of dominion into their hands. This is to say, therefore, that 
however absolute in principle, aristocracy is in practice limited by 
the watchfulness of the multitude, if only according to a “tacit un- 
derstanding.” Moreover, the characteristics whereby federal 
aristocracy differs from aristocracy also make for greater approach 
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to absolute dominion by increasing the consultation and har- 
monization of the needs of the many, and so eliminating possible 
causes for their indignation. Notice that Spinoza’s use of the word 
‘absolute’ seems paradoxical to modern ears. Its meaning, echoed in 
our own verbal associations, is the absence of limitation on rule, the 
power to rule on one’s own right. But the ultimate threat to rule, for 
him, lies in the aroused indignation of the nonrulers. Hence—con- 
trary to modern connotations—the monarch, who is most apt to ar- 
bitrary action in ignorance of the multitude’s state of mind, is least 
absolute. His rule is most qualified by the threat of indignation. 
Conversely, the rule of a democracy is most absolute, because it is 
not qualified by a multitude outside such decision making, and 
because there will be rule by unified decision only when the many 
are of one mind. 

The specific characteristics considered by these comparisons 
are summarized by recognizing that the rule by the larger number 
approaches the absolute, since the qualification imposed by fear of 
the multitude is progressively removed. It follows that a rule which 
is to be strictly absolute must be free of any fear of a multitude ex- 
ternal to and limiting of the rulers. But this could only be the rule 
which is held by the entire people, and so would be nothing other 
than democracy itself. Democracy, thus, even more than 
aristocracy, involves adequacy of power to the support of the 
dominion, continuity of rule without either reversion or diminution, 
and complete legislative sufficiency. 

To say, however, that the democratic state is absolute is to say 
that it is a state more fully than other forms, and that the general 
characteristics of the state itself fit the democratic state with least 
qualification. It is in this sense that in the Tractatus Theologico- 
Politicus, where Spinoza gives a general account of the state in 
order to relate it to religious ceremony rather than a full treatment 
of various forms of dominion, he claims that his explanations fit 
democracy immediately and other states only obliquely. It is in this 
sense, further, that my exposition of democratic principles returns 
to those passages in which a generic account of the state is given. 
Thus we may see the traits of democracy in terms of those 
qualifications necessary for discussion of all forms, and we may find 
the sense in which democracy is the ““most natural” form of govern- 
ment. 
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Dominion itself is defined as care for the affairs of the state 
which is entrusted by the common consent. It is consequently a 
power which is in all cases limited by the power of the multitude. 
Dominion may be held by one man, or by a council, but always with 
the implicit qualification of its dependence on the common consent 
or its limitation by the power of the multitude. In such cases it is 
conditioned by the continual possibility of its dissolution or its 
reversion to the state of nature. Indeed, the very possibility of a 
state depends on the existence of willingness to obey, and to the 
very extent that there is persistent disobedience, the state is dis- 
solved. In a democracy, however, all of these qualifications are 
minimized, since the common consent is the supreme authority, 
rather than a condition of it at one step removed. Obedience dis- 
appears in that there is no external authority, and conformity is ex- 
acted only with respect to that which has been agreed upon by all. 
Democracy is thus the opposite of the state of nature, rather than 
its equivalent as it appears to those critics who see in it anarchic 
tendencies. Democracy is not that condition in which each follows 
his own will irrespective of others, but rather that in which all will 
the same thing, or that in which dominion wields its power as a 
whole. 

Moreover, it is absurd to think that any right would be given 
up except the expectation of a greater advantage. Thus a free 
people will transfer their rights completely only to a democratic 
dominion, that is, to one in which they maintain a voice. Those 
rights achieved by enslavement are the powers whereby a state lays 
the groundwork for its own ruin. A democracy is a society in which 
all men collectively maintain the highest right against all insofar as 
possible. In any other society, precautions are taken against the 
supreme authorities, or appeal to the natural state is a threatening 
possibility. 

Finally, a state exists to the extent that there is a unity 
represented by the existence of general rights. But one right is 
limited by another, and therefore that unity is achieved precisely to 
the extent that the rights of all individuals have been transferred to 
all collectively. Such transfer, again, is possible without reservation 
only in a democracy. 


But not only is a state most completely a state insofar as it ap- 
proaches the absolute, but it is also to that extent a state in its best 
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condition. Since democracy is dominion in an unqualified sense, it 
is also the best state. We may therefore further our investigation of 
its nature by stating the criteria entering into the evaluation of 
states, and by indicating their higher achievement by democracy. 

The state, like the individual, is most powerful and most in- 
dependent (sui turis) when it is guided by reason. Since the best 
order of living, which yields utmost preservation, is that which ac- 
cords with reason, that is done best which is done independently. 
Furthermore, the quality of any dominion’s condition may be seen 
in the extent to which the ends of the civil condition, peace and 
security of life, are attained by a free multitude. 

First, that a democracy is most guided by reason is seen from 
the fact that in proportion to the number deliberating, unity of 
mind becomes less achievable except on those things which are in 
accordance with reason. Instead, dispersal and disagreement will 
follow from pursuing objects of the passions. Therefore, the rights 
and policies instituted and recommended by a democratic unity 
will accord with the dictates of reason. In addition, the fundamen- 
tal rights of democracy themselves will be most in accordance with 
reason, for the very entrance into the civil condition is itself a dic- 
tate of reason. Civil life is most completely entered into under this 
form, and the ends for which reason makes this recommendation 
are most fully achieved. 

These achievements lead, in a democracy, to the best possible 
condition of the state, for it will be most independent and most like- 
ly to survive: most independent, because it will not have within it 
groups excluded from participation, whose potential indignation is 
an implicit threat limiting the power and hence the independence 
of the state as a whole; most likely to survive, because the potential 
causes of dissolution involved in failure to achieve unity of mind 
will be prevented, since there will be no one whose consent is ex- 
cluded, hence disunity will be avoided. These remarks have 
reference to the internal independence and preservation of the 
dominion. As for external threats, except those dependent on for- 
tune alone, which have no bearing on the value of the fundamental 
laws, the conditions of preservation and independence are the 
same, and they accord with the unity instituted by the fundamen- 
tal rights. 

Democracy will be the best form of dominion, secondly, 
because it will achieve most completely the ends—peace and 


136 William Sacksteder 


security—for which the state is instituted. By peace is meant a vir- 
tue springing from a certain strength of mind (fortitudine animi) 
whereby men live in unity a life defined above all by excellence of 
mind. It will be most achieved in that dominion which is instituted 
by a free multitude and which is led rather by hope than fear, so 
that the people follow their own purposes instead of those of con- 
querors. But I have already shown that unity of mind is most to be 
achieved in a democracy. Even those rights which in other forms are 
given to a king or select council by a free multitude are given with a 
tacit qualification, and so they establish a certain source of fear 
whereby the liberty of the many is diminished. 

Security of life is achieved when the rights of the dominion are 
kept unbroken. Since this is the virtue of a dominion, and neither 
contempt for the law nor obedience are to be attributed to the vice 
or virtue of the citizens, but rather to the condition of the dominion, 
security will depend on the careful foundation of the dominion. But 
that dominion in which obedience is most likely to be achieved is 
democratic, for only here is there obedience by all to that which 
each has had a voice in instituting, and only here is the right of the 
state attained absolutely in the sense that causes of sedition and 
fear of civil war are avoided. 


Thus for Spinoza democracy is the best form of dominion. The 
term is not only a useful propagandistic device or an unavoidable 
cultural inheritance. Rather it emerges in a careful political 
analysis isolated within an elaborate metaphysical and 
epistemological system and utilizing a detailed analysis of human 
nature, its bondage and liberty. Democracy is found to fulfil the in- 
stitution of dominion most completely. It is not merely one form 
of dominion. It is that form which embodies the full nature of 
dominion itself, and it is more likely to achieve the ultimate pur- 
poses of any dominion. Conversely, that analysis does not justify 
the institutions of any particular time and place. In its terms the 
claim of any given government to be democratic designates a severe 
standard, according to which its relative achievement may be sub- 
jected to specific criticism. 

In our own age, when all parties to any political controversy 
claim the value adhering to democracy, we are under continuous 
obligation to consider carefully what is meant by the notion and 


Spinoza on Democracy 137 


what is involved in commitment to it. Study of a neglected but 
powerful doctrine of democracy may suggest useful models. It is 
possible that the highest degree of lucidity may be attained by 
avoiding theories noted for historical influence or whose usages and 
principles have become platitudinous symbols. We may benefit in- 
stead from an exercise in close reasoning deliberately isolated from 
practical engagement. Spinoza’s notions concerning democracy did 
not enter the mainstreams of either intellectual influence or 
creative action; and his prevailing mood is one of reflective but 
strong-minded rumination from a distance. Hence an effort at 
reconstructing his version of our most intense political ideal may 
serve us well. 

Furthermore there is always the disarmingly simple possibility 
that a traditional doctrine so reconsidered may turn out to be true 
and to have continuing significance for the needs and political con- 
troversies of our own times. 


WILLIAM SACKSTEDER 
UNIVERSITY OF COLORADO 


NOTES 


1 Morris R. Cohen, ‘Spinoza: the Prophet of Liberalism,” in The Faith of a 
Liberal (New York: Holt & Co., 1946). 


2 This section follows the order of the Ethics, and is principally based thereon, ex- 
cept for the final paragraphs, which derive largely from the Tractatus Theologico- 
Politicus, particularly Chaps. IV and XIX. 


3 This section follows the order of Tractatus Politicus, Chaps. II-V, and is prin- 
cipally based thereon. 


4 The previous section, and the present paragraph follow the sequence of Trac- 
tatus Politicus, Chaps. VI-XI. At the point matched by my exposition here, the 
treatise is left unfinished. Hence my further discussion of democracy must select and 
interpolate, making use of materials from passages already cited. 


5 My exposition has avoided historical and institutional references, but I cannot 
forebear noting here that the institutions suggested by these safeguards bear a strik- 
ing resemblance to various bodies and doctrines in the American constitutional 
scheme, particularly the constitutional role of the Supreme Court, the large 
legislative body, the subordination (more complete in Spinoza’s recommendations) 
of Executive to Senatorial powers, the separation of powers, and the system of 
checks and balances. The very arguments employed are quite close to those of the 
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Federalist Papers. The analogues in Spinoza’s thought to early American theory and 
practice are much greater than those to be found in such standard forerunners as 
Locke. I do not argue an influence hitherto unnoticed. J suspect that the true com- 
mon ancestor of both is Hobbes. His toughness survives in Spinoza’s thought which 
was extraordinarily influenced by him. The same crisp quality, after being lost in the 
subsequent milder British tradition, is salvaged under practical exigencies by the 
founding fathers. 


Epistemological and 


Metaphysical Issues 


Willis Doney 


Spinoza 
on Philosophical Skepticism 


In the Ethics, Spinoza is not expressly concerned with skep- 
ticism and the possibility envisaged by Descartes that clear and 
distinct ideas or conceptions may not be true. There is reason for 
this, as he was of the opinion that, if as in the Ethics we proceed in 
our thinking in the right order, doubt will not arise.! In his earlier 
works, however, he is concerned with skepticism and, in particular, 
with the questioning of clear and distinct ideas. In the 
Prolegomenon in Part One of Descartes’ Principles (G1, 145-49), he 
sets forth what he takes to be Descartes’ attempt to allay doubts 
about clear and distinct perceptions. He finds there that Descartes 
does not succeed in answering an objection to his procedure, and he 
proposes an alternative way of escape from doubt. This alternative 
is also stated in the Improvement of the Understanding in the sec- 
tion on doubt or idea dubia (G II, 29-30); and considerable light is 
cast upon it by his discussion in this section of the nature of doubt. 
Distinguishing genuine doubt (vera dubitatio in mente) and merely 
verbal doubt, i.e. professions of doubt when “the soul does not 
doubt,” he explains what leads to genuine doubt and how such 
doubt is to be removed. In my paper, I shall explicate the view 
stated in these passages and raise questions about the relations of 
this view to other views of Spinoza’s. I shall also be concerned with 
a short and cryptic passage earlier in the Improvement of the 
Understanding in which he deals with professions of doubt that, 
farther on, he deems merely verbal (G II, 18). In a final section, I 
shall assemble the views about skeptical doubt stated in the various 
places and give a summary statement of Spinoza’s attitude toward 
philosophical skepticism. 
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I 


Interpretation of Descartes. In the Prolegomenon, Spinoza 
presents his alternative way of resolving skeptical doubts about 
clear and distinct perceptions after criticizing Descartes’ procedure 
in the Meditations and in Part One of the Principles. Since his own 
view is stated in the context of the Cartesian philosophy, I shall 
begin with his account of Descartes’ procedure. The question that I 
want to raise is why he thinks that this procedure is faulty. The ac- 
count is divided into three parts. First, he raises the question why 
Descartes is led to doubt everything. He distinguishes and considers 
separately Descartes’ reasons for doubting what is “received by way 
of the senses”’ and reasons for doubting “‘the most general matters” 
and also mathematical truths, that is, what is “perceived solely by 
the intellect.’ Discussing the latter, he takes Descartes’ principal 
reason for doubt to be the supposition that ‘‘there is a God who can 
do everything. . . and had perhaps made him to be deceived in the 
very matters which seemed clearest to him” (GI, 143). Here and 
farther on in his account, he implies that for Descartes the most 
threatening and seemingly inescapable reasons for doubting clear 
and distinct perceptions are based on ignorance of one’s origin. 

This is, I believe, a correct interpretation of Descartes. In 
Meditation I, Descartes considers various possibilities concerning 
his origin: that he is the creature of a deceiving God, that he has 
come about by fate or chance or a succession of causes, and also 
that he is the victim of an evil genius. Maintaining that, if any of 
these possibilities has been realized, his faculties would not be 
reliable, he implies that, so long as he lacks knowledge of his origin 
and does not know that he is not a creature of a deceiving God, etc., 
there is cause for doubt. For Descartes, then, ignorance of one’s 
origin is a sufficient condition of doubt. But it is also a necessary 
condition, for he maintains that, once he attains knowledge of his 
origin, i.e. of a nondeceiving God, he can prove that clear and dis- 
tinct perceptions are necessarily true and a fortiori that there can 
be no reason for doubting them.? In his discussion of skepticism in 
the Prolegomenon and also in the section on idea dubia, Spinoza 
tacitly accepts this assumption of Descartes’; namely, that ig- 
norance of one’s origin is a necessary as well as a sufficient condi- 
tion of doubt—or, as Spinoza specifies in the Improvement of the 
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Understanding, of genuine doubt—about clear and distinct percep- 
tions.® 

In the second part of his account, he describes Descartes’ use of 
the cogito to establish a basis of knowledge, the formulation of a 
rule of truth, and the conclusion that he is a thinking thing. These 
doctrines are stated very briefly. They are presented more 
geometrico in the body of the work, and Spinoza’s concern here is 
not with the doctrines themselves but with how they fit into 
Descartes’ program of raising and then resolving skeptical doubts. 
The final section of the Prolegomenon is about Descartes’ liberation 
from his initial doubts. Spinoza points out that Descartes attempts 
to remove doubt about clear and distinct perceptions by proving the 
existence of a nondeceiving God. He also indicates that this 
attempt has not gone unchallenged and that the following objection 
has been raised: 


Since the existence of God is not known to us through itself, we 
apparently can never be certain of anything; and we can never 
know that God exists. For from uncertain premises (since we have 
said that all things are uncertain so long as we are ignorant of our 
origin) nothing certain can be concluded (GI, 146). 


In the objections and replies appended to the Meditations, criticism 
along these lines was made on at least two occasions.‘ One feature 
of the objection that Spinoza formulates is to be noted: he implies 
that, if the existence of God were self-evident, this objection would 
not arise. Reporting Descartes’ reply to the objection, Spinoza 
refers to passages in which Descartes is concerned about the cer- 
tainty of conclusions of demonstrations: Principles 1, 18; “Second 
Replies,” thirdly; and the latter part of Meditation V. On the basis 
of these passages, he construes Descartes’ reply as follows: 


Although we do not yet know whether the author of our origin has 
created us to be deceived even in things which appear most evi- 
dent, still we cannot, on this account, doubt things which we 
clearly and distinctly understand either in themselves or through 
a process of reasoning in which we are actually engaged. We can 
only doubt things which we have demonstrated heretofore, and 
which recur to our memory although we no longer contemplate, 
and have probably forgotten, the reasons from which we deduced 
them. So even if the fact that God exists could not be known 
through itself but only through something else, still we could 
arrive at a definite knowledge of God’s existence by accurately 
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studying premises from which we conclude His existence (G I, 
146-47). 


Like many commentators, Spinoza reads the passages cited in such 
a way that, in these passages, Descartes sets a limit to the scope of 
his ostensibly universal doubt. On this interpretation, although 
conclusions reached in the past are subject to doubt, present clear 
and distinct perceptions—whether of axioms or demon- 
strations—are exempt. Since, according to Descartes, an argument 
for God’s existence can be grasped within the compass of a present 
clear and distinct perception, the conclusion that God exists can 
be established with certainty, and doubt about one’s origin is 
removed. 

I shall not be concerned with the accuracy of this interpretation 
of Descartes except to say that, for reasons given elsewhere, I think 
it is untenable.® In the Prolegomenon, Spinoza does not say why he 
thinks that Descartes’ reply so interpreted is unsatisfactory, but his 
reasons can be safely surmised. In the Meditations, Descartes 
appears to be raising a radical doubt about everything (with the 
possible exception of the cogito) that seems to be most evident, and 
this doubt appears to be directed, not just toward past clear and 
distinct perceptions, but toward any clear and distinct perception. 
In an important passage at the beginning of Meditation III, 
Descartes describes his state with respect to propositions that seem 
most evident.® When, he says, he attends to them, he is entirely per- 
suaded of their truth; yet, when he is not attending to them and 
thinks of the possibility of a deceiving God, he is forced to 
acknowledge the possibility of error. Although he claims that this 
reason for doubt is “metaphysical,” he concludes that, “without 
knowing this [the existence of a nondeceiving God] I seem unable 
to be quite certain of anything else.’’”’ 

This appears to be a straightforward expression of doubt—i.e. 
of ‘metaphysical’ or skeptical doubt—about everything clearly 
and distinctly perceived. Though, according to Descartes, this 
doubt cannot be raised about a proposition while it is clearly and 
distinctly perceived, it can be raised afterwards; and it must be 
acknowledged that, though the proposition seemed at the time to be 
so certain that it could not be doubted, there was nonetheless the 
possibility of error. On Spinoza’s interpretation, however, it seems 
that, in his attempt to validate clear and distinct perceptions, 


Spinoza on Philosophical Skepticism 143 


Descartes arbitrarily and unjustifiably restricts the range of skep- 
tical doubt to conclusions reached in the past. It is not clear why 
past clear and distinct perceptions should be subject to doubt and 
present perceptions not. And if, as one commentator suggests, 
Descartes “imperceptibly transferred the doubt from clearness and 
distinctness to memory,” a skeptic can press his question as to 
whether clear and distinct perceptions themselves may not be 
false. On Spinoza’s interpretation, Descartes has no answer to this 
important question, and his attempt to emerge from doubt cannot 
be judged to be successful. 
I 


Nature of Doubt. Immediately following his account of 
Descartes’ reply to the objection raised, Spinoza goes on to say, 
“Since this reply may not satisfy everyone, I will give another” (GI, 
147). This reply is the same as the procedure proposed in the section 
on idea dubia in the Improvement of the Understanding; and, since 
it presupposes Spinoza’s theory of doubt, I shall consider that 
theory first. Distinguishing genuine doubt from professions of doubt 
that are in his opinion merely verbal, Spinoza takes it to be an es- 
sential feature of genuine doubt that it “is never produced in the 
mind by the thing doubted”’ but arises “‘due to another idea. . .”’ (G 
II, 29). By this he means that, in the case of genuine doubt, some 
idea other than the idea of the object doubted causes doubt; and he 
implies that a person who is genuinely in doubt has a cause or 
reason for his doubt and that this characteristic distinguishes 
genuine expressions of doubt from merely verbal professions of 
doubt. In this section of the Improvement of the Understanding, he 
is concerned exclusively with genuine doubt, i.e. with expressions of 
doubt based on a cause or reason; and when he adverts to 
philosophical skepticism concerning clear and distinct ideas, he has 
in mind skeptics who support their professions of doubt with 
reasons. In an earlier section of the Improvement of the Under- 
standing, he deals with skeptics whose professions of doubt are in 
his opinion merely verbal; that is, in terms of the distinction made 
here, with skeptics who do not have a reason to back up their 
professions of doubt. His arguments there differ markedly from the 
refutation of skepticism proposed in this section; and it is clearly 
Spinoza’s strategy in attacking skepticism to divide in order to con- 
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quer. Against skeptics who undertake to support their position with 
reasons, he argues in one way, and he has other arguments in store 
for those who simply say “I know nothing.” 

Spinoza makes two points about genuine doubt that are rele- 
vant to his discussion of skepticism. (1) But for the idea causing 
doubt, the idea of the object doubted would be accepted without 
question. This point is illustrated in the following way: “Supposing 
that a man has never reflected, or been taught by experience or by 
any other means, that our senses sometimes deceive us, he will 
never doubt whether the sun is larger or smaller than it appears” (G 
II, 30). This statement is in keeping with Spinoza’s rejection of 
Descartes’ theory of judgment, which distinguishes having an idea 
(an act of intellect) and assent to that idea (an act of will). Accord- 
ing to Spinoza, to have or conceive an idea is eo ipso to accept that 
idea—provided that there is no cause or reason for doubting or re- 
jecting it./° In more recent terminology, it is not as if a person could 
“entertain a proposition’ independently of taking some 
“propositional attitude,” such as assent or doubt, toward that 
proposition. In the case of clear and distinct ideas, this is clearly 
Spinoza’s view: if someone has a clear and distinct idea of a triangle 
having angles equal to two right angles, no wedge can be entered 
between his conceiving this and judging that it is so. But this is also 
his view regarding “ideas of imagination,” though here there is no 
question of actively conceiving or judging. In the case of the rustic 
who has not reflected about perceptual illusions, his perception of 
the sun is constituted by a single idea. Spinoza maintains that, in 
this case, there would not be doubt or indeed certainty either, but 
mere awareness (sensatio). He implies, however, that though the 
rustic does not reflect and actively judge that the sun is of the size 
that it appears to be, he nonetheless passively takes it for granted 
that this is so.!! 

(2) “Doubt,” Spinoza says, ‘will arise through another idea, 
not clear and distinct enough for us to be able to draw any certain 
conclusion with regard to the matter under consideration; that is, 
the idea which causes us to doubt is not clear and distinct’ (G II, 
29-30). This point is also illustrated by the example of perceiving 
the sun. If someone lacks knowledge of the operation of his senses 
yet is aware that his senses have sometimes deceived him, he may 
come to doubt that the sun is of the size that it appears to be on the 
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ground that his senses may deceive him. But, if he acquires a clear 
and distinct perception of the operation of his senses, his doubt will 
disappear. He will no longer doubt that the sun is of the size that it 
appears to be, for he will realize that it is not. The point that 
Spinoza makes here seems to be well taken. If someone claims that 
p is doubtful because it is possible that g, he implies that he does 
not know that g and also that he does not know that not-gq. In the 
case of the skeptic who argues that he may be the creature of a 
deceiving God, it follows that, if he knew that he was the creature of 
a deceiving God, he would not be in doubt as to whether his clear 
and distinct perceptions are true—he would know that they are not. 
If, on the other hand, he knew that he was not the creature of a 
deceiving God, again he would not be in doubt, i.e. genuine doubt, 
for he would lack a reason for doubting that his clear and distinct 
ideas are true. 


Il 


Spinoza’s Alternative. There is, however, the problem of how a 
skeptic can come to know that he is not the creature of a deceiving 
God. In the Prolegomenon, Spinoza proposes the following alter- 
native to the answer he ascribes to Descartes. He argues at first that 
the conclusion of the cogito is secure against the skeptic’s doubt: 


We saw above, when we were discussing the certitude and 
evidence of our existence, that we could infer it from the fact that, 
wherever we turned our minds we found no reason for doubt 
which did not in itself convince us of our own existence, whether 
we contemplated our own nature, or supposed the author of our 
nature to be a skilled deceiver, or, finally, called in from beyond 
ourselves any reason whatsoever for doubt. . . (GI, 147). 


The principle that Spinoza seems to invoke here is that, in order to 
be deceived or be mistaken, one must exist; and the question can be 
raised why he thinks that this principle is immune from doubt. 
Since the answer to this question is related to what he says farther 
on, I shall leave it for the moment and consider his proposal for 
resalving a skeptic’s doubt about clear and distinct perceptions in 
general. 

According to Spinoza, the skeptic who gives as his reason for 
doubt the possibility that he is the creature of a deceiving God must 
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be in doubt about, and hence lack a clear and distinct idea of, his 
origin. This deficiency, he argues, can be remedied. Just as 
someone who is in doubt about his origin and questions his clear 
and distinct perceptions can come to have a clear and distinct idea 
of a triangle and perceive that the angles of a triangle are equal to 
two right angles, so too someone who is in doubt about his origin 
and questions his clear and distinct perceptions can come to have a 
clear and distinct idea of his origin and perceive that he is not the 
creature of a deceiving God. When the skeptic acquires a clear and 
distinct idea of a triangle, he can come to doubt that its angles are 
equal to two right angles by attending to the idea that he has 
formed of a possibly deceiving God. But when he acquires a clear 
and distinct idea of his origin, he cannot come to doubt that he is 
not a creature of a deceiving God by reflecting on the idea he has 
formed that he might be the creature of a deceiving God; for that 
obscure idea has been replaced by a distinct idea of his origin, and 
there is no cause or reason for doubt. 

Spinoza was aware of one objection that might be raised 
against this way of allaying skeptical doubt, and he guards himself 
against another. (1) In the Prolegomenon he considers the following 
objection: 

We can be certain of nothing before we have a clear and distinct 

idea of God. But we cannot have a clear and distinct idea of God 

so long as we do not know whether the author of our nature 

deceives us. Therefore, we can be certain of nothing so long as we 


do not know whether the author of our nature deceives us... (GI, 
149). 


Granting the objector’s first premise, he rejects the second, main- 
taining that we can have clear and distinct ideas even though we do 
not as yet know whether or not the author of our nature deceives us. 
Giving this reply, Spinoza is in a sense simply reminding the skep- 
tic of the question that he raises, namely, whether his clear and dis- 
tinct ideas are true. Since, in asking this question, he presupposes 
that he has clear and distinct ideas, he cannot consistently raise 
this objection. A skeptic can reformulate his question and ask 
whether the propositions that seem to him to be self-evident are 
really self-evident and whether the arguments that seem to him to 
be valid are really valid. But this move accomplishes nothing since 
Spinoza can reformulate his reply and say that, once we acquire a 
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clear and distinct idea of our origin, there is no reason for doubting 
that propositions that seem to be self-evident are really self- 
evident, nor doubting that the arguments that appear to be valid 
are really valid. It is worth noting that, in giving a reason for his 
doubt, a skeptic implies that the reason he gives seems at any rate 
to be a good reason and that he can distinguish what seems to be a 
good reason from what does not. Since he is committed to the view 
that there is a way of distinguishing apparently valid arguments 
from others, he cannot consistently argue that, in view of controver- 
sies and disputes, this distinction cannot be made. 

(2) It can also be objected that, when someone attains a clear 
and distinct perception of his origin and perceives that he is not the 
victim of a deceiving God, he cannot claim to know that this is so 
without begging the question at issue; that is, without assuming 
that at least one clear and distinct perception—the clear and dis- 
tinct perception leading him to this conclusion—is true. From 
Spinoza’s theory of doubt, it is clear how he would answer this ob- 
jection. If someone argues that his clear and distinct perception 
that he is not a creature of a deceiving God may be false on the 
ground that it is possible that he is the creature of a deceiving God, 
his argument violates a condition of genuine doubt. Letting p stand 
for the proposition that I am the creature of a deceiving God, the 
skeptic’s argument is of the form: not-p is doubtful because it is 
possible that p. The object of doubt and the reason for doubt both 
contain (though in different senses or ways) the same proposition, 
namely, p. According to Spinoza, there would not be two ideas; and 
his condition that the content of the idea causing doubt must differ 
from the content of the idea doubted is not satisfied. 

In non-Spinozistic terms, the skeptic’s reason for doubt can be 
said to turn out to be no reason at all. Again letting p stand for the 
proposition ‘I am the creature of a deceiving God,” someone who 
has a clear and distinct idea of his origin concludes not just that 
not-p but that p is impossible; for, as Spinoza maintains in Proposi- 
tion XLIV of Part Two of the Ethics, “it is not of the nature of 
reason to consider things as contingent but as necessary” (G II, 125- 
126). Given the very plausible principle that the denial of a proposi- 
tion cannot serve as a reason for doubting that proposition, it 
follows that the denial of the proposition “‘p is impossible” cannot 
be a reason for doubting that this proposition is true. And it is 
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precisely this principle that is violated when the skeptic questions 
Spinoza’s conclusion that p is impossible and gives as his reason 
that he may after all be the creature of a deceiving God, viz. that p 
is possible. 

On my interpretation of Spinoza, it is important to note just 
how someone possessing a clear and distinct idea of his origin “‘re- 
jects” the skeptic’s reason for doubt. He does not reject this reason 
on the ground that, possessing a clear and distinct idea of his origin, 
he cannot entertain the possibility suggested by the skeptic that he 
is a creature of a deceiving God (though indeed Spinoza thinks that, 
while someone is clearly and distinctly conceiving his origin, this is 
so). If this were his ground for rejecting the skeptic’s reason, the 
skeptic could justifiably retort that an incapacity to think that p is 
possible does not show that p is impossible. Nor does someone 
possessing a clear and distinct idea of his origin reject the skeptic’s 
reason on the ground that he has demonstrated that his clear and 
distinct idea of his origin is true and that the skeptic’s reason for 
doubt, i.e. that p is possible, is false. This claim would clearly in- 
volve petitio principii, and Spinoza would be open to the objection 
raised against Descartes’ procedure. Rather, Spinoza thinks that 
the skeptic’s “reason” can be rejected on the ground that his claim 
that p is possible is not a reason for doubting that p is impossible. 
The burden of proof is placed on the skeptic; and, armed with the 
principle that the denial of a proposition does not constitute a 
reason for doubting the proposition, he thinks that he is in a posi- 
tion to fend off any skeptical assault. 

In an important respect, Spinoza’s defence of clear and distinct 
ideas is like his defence of the conclusion of the cogito. In both 
cases, he finds that the “‘reasons” that the skeptic offers are defec- 
tive as reasons. In the case of clear and distinct perceptions, the 
skeptic violates the principle that the denial of a proposition does 
not constitute a reason for doubting the proposition; while, in the 
case of the cogito, he violates the principle that, if p entails or in 
some way implies gq, “It is possible that p” cannot serve as reason 
for doubting g. Thus, regarding the cogito, he says: 


We saw... that we could infer our existence from the fact that 
wherever we turned our minds we found no reason for doubt 
which did not in itself convince us of our own existence, whether 
we contemplated our own nature, or supposed the author of our 
nature to be a skilled deceiver, or, finally, called in from beyond 
ourselves any reason whatsoever for doubt. . . (GI, 147). 
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Since any “‘‘reason”’ that a skeptic gives for doubting his existence 
entails that he exists, he cannot find a reason for doubting that he 
exists, 


IV 


Relation to Other Views. On my interpretation, Spinoza is 
committed to the views (1) that, unless a person has a clear and dis- 
tinct idea of his origin, he can come to doubt his clear and distinct 
ideas and (2) that, once this doubt has been raised, there is a way in 
which it can be removed. There seems, however, to be evidence 
against Spinoza’s holding either of these views. 

(1) In Proposition XLIII in Part Two of the Ethics, it is con- 
tended that “‘someone who has a true idea knows at the same time 
that he has a true idea, nor can he doubt the truth of the matter’ (G 
II, 123-125), and it seems to follow from this proposition that clear 
and distinct ideas cannot be doubted. Joachim maintains that, for 
Spinoza, “doubt, i.e. genuine uncertainty of mind, can only be felt 
about, or in respect to, an object of imaginational experience—i.e. 
something the doubter either perceives by sense, or ‘pictures’ by 
producing or reproducing a sensible image.’’!2 To show that, on 
Spinoza’s view, “strictly speaking, it is impossible to doubt 
‘whether God is or is not an Arch-Deceiver’ or, again, ‘whether the 
internal angles of the triangle are together equal to, or greater or 
less than, the sum of two right angles’,”’ he argues in the following 
way: 

The First Cause or Origin of all things (and nothing else, and 

nothing less, than this can, strictly speaking, be called ‘‘God’’) is 

not a sensible or imaginable thing or person, but an intelligible 

reality, the uniquely singular (yet universal) Individual. To think 

of it, is to form a clear and distinct conception of a definable 

nature or essence. And to know it, is to affirm with absolute truth 

and certainty whatever follows inevitably from the essence thus 

conceived. The First Cause, or “God,” is whatever it must be con- 

ceived and demonstrated to be; and “about” it, therefore, no 
genuine doubt is possible, and nothing can be merely supposed or 
erroneously believed.!? 


When Joachim claims that “strictly speaking” we can neither sup- 
pose that God is a deceiver nor be in doubt whether He is or not, it is 
not clear what meaning is to be attached to the qualification 
“strictly speaking.” If he means that, when we clearly and distinct- 
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ly perceive our origin and perceive that deception cannot be 
predicated of God, we cannot suppose that God is a deceiver nor be 
in doubt as to whether He is or not, his account of Spinoza’s view is 
perfectly correct. But he seems to mean something other than, or 
more than, this; for he proceeds to criticize Spinoza for not taking 
into account “the ‘rational doubts’. . . which every philosopher or 
man of science is liable to experience from time to time..." 
Among these ‘“‘rational doubts,” I believe he includes skeptical 
doubts that a philosopher may raise regarding the reliability of his 
faculties; and he strongly suggests in this passage, if he does not say 
outright, that, according to Spinoza’s theory of doubt, such 
doubts—or, at any rate, genuine doubts of this sort—cannot be 
raised. 

It is difficult to reconcile Joachim’s interpretation with 
Spinoza’s statements in the section on idea dubia. He does say 
there that ‘we cannot cast doubt on our true ideas by the supposi- 
tion that there may be a deceitful God who leads us astray even in 
what is most evident...” (G II, 30). But he immediately qualifies 
this by saying: ‘‘except while we have no clear and distinct idea of 
God...” And he goes on to explain: 


Reflection on our idea of the origin of all things teaches us that 
God is not a deceiver in the same way as reflection on the nature 
of the triangle teaches us that its three angles are equal to two 
right ones. As soon as our knowledge of God is like our knowledge 
of the triangle, all doubt is dispelled. !® 


Spinoza clearly implies here that, unless or until we have a clear 
and distinct idea of the first principle of all things, we can entertain 
the hypothesis of a deceiving God and, entertaining this hypothesis, 
can doubt that our clear and distinct ideas are true. 

Although it is true that, on Spinoza’s view, we cannot doubt, 
say, a present clear and distinct idea of a triangle having angles 
equal to two right angles, there are two ways in which the proposi- 
tion that the angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles can be 
doubted. As Joachim points out, “no finite thinker is ever in fact 
aware of all, or often aware of more than a few, of the necessary im- 
plications of the ‘essences’ he conceives”’;!® and it may be that, 
although we have a clear and distinct idea of a triangle, we are not 
aware of this “implication” and are in doubt as to whether it can be 
proved that the angles of a triangle are equal to two right angles. 


Spinoza on Philosophical Skepticism 151 


There is another way in which doubt about clear and distinct ideas 
can be raised. Though no one clear and distinct idea is singled out 
for attention, doubt can be raised about clear and distinct ideas 
collectively. In this case the “object” of doubt would presumably 
not be a clear and distinct idea; for from Spinoza’s contention that 
truth is its own standard, I believe it follows that there cannot be a 
clear and distinct idea of what a clear and distinct idea as such or in 
general is. But, employing this obscure and confused or “‘universal”’ 
idea, someone who lacks a clear and distinct idea of his origin can 
doubt that the clear and distinct ideas represented by this idea are 
true. 

(2) There is another passage which seems to tell against my in- 
terpretation. In the Improvement of the Understanding, Spinoza 
raises the following objection to his procedure: 


If our reasoning be sound, we must take as a starting point a true 
idea. Now, to be certain that our starting point is really a true 
idea, we need a proof. The first course of reasoning must be sup- 
ported by a second, the second by a third, and so on to infinity (G 
II, 17). 


To this objection, he replies: 


If by some happy chance anyone had adopted this method in his 
investigations of Nature—that is, if he had acquired new ideas in 
the proper order, according to the standard of the original true 
idea—, he would never have doubted of the truth of his 
knowledge, inasmuch as truth, as we have shown, makes itself 
manifest, and all things would flow, as it were, spontaneously 
towards him (GII, 17). 


Replying in this way, Spinoza seems to concede that no proof can be 
given that the clear and distinct idea serving as the starting point of 
his investigation is true, and he implies that no proof is necessary. 

On the basis of this concession, it is tempting to attribute to 
Spinoza the view that, if a general doubt is raised about the truth of 
all clear and distinct ideas, there is no way in which such a doubt 
can be removed. In his account of Spinoza’s theory of knowledge, 
Hampshire draws this conclusion. According to Hampshire, 
Spinoza argues that, ‘unless we accept the self-evidence of a 
proposition as not only a necessary, but also a sufficient, condition 
of its truth, we must be led into total skepticism by way of an in- 
finite regress. . .”!7 Commenting on the aphorism that truth is the 
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criterion of itself, he adds that, “if it is once allowed that a proposi- 
tion which is self-evident and logically necessary may not be true, 
any argument to remove this skeptical doubt must presuppose what 
it is trying to prove, and so be circular.’’!® Although it is not clear 
whether, in the last sentence, Hampshire is stating or supporting 
Spinoza’s position, it is clear that, on his interpretation, doubt as to 
whether the self-evidence of a proposition is a sufficient condition of 
its truth is irresoluble. As Hampshire interprets Spinoza, such a 
doubt must lead to “total skepticism.” 

Although the passage quoted from the Improvement of the 
Understanding is not unambiguous, it does not seem to support 
Hampshire’s interpretation. When Spinoza asserts that, “‘if anyone 
had acquired new ideas in the proper order, according to the stan- 
dard of the original true idea, he would never have doubted of the 
truth of his knowledge. .. ,”» he seems to mean by “‘original true 
idea” a clear and distinct idea of one’s origin—that is, on Spinoza’s 
view, of the principle of all things or of absolutely infinite substance 
or ‘‘God or Nature.” Interpreted in this way, his contention is that, 
if someone proceeds from this idea in an orderly fashion, doubt can- 
not arise. It does not follow that doubt about clear and distinct 
ideas cannot arise if one proceeds from some other idea, say, of the 
principles of geometry. Moreover, conceding that the starting point 
of his investigation cannot be proved to be true, he does not commit 
himself to the view that a doubt about clear and distinct ideas can- 
not be removed. It cannot of course be removed by demonstrating 
that a clear and distinct idea of one’s origin is true nor a fortiori by 
demonstrating that all clear and distinct ideas are true. But it can 
be removed by acquiring a clear and distinct idea of one’s origin and 
coming to realize that no reason can be given for doubting that clear 
and distinct ideas are true. 


V 


Verbal Doubt. In the section of the Improvement of the 
Understanding in which he raises and replies to the objection con- 
cerning an infinite regress, Spinoza considers the possibility that 
someone aware of his first principle and the propositions deduced in 
accordance with it should nonetheless profess doubt. According to 
the view that I have attributed to him, skeptics of this sort have no 
cause or reason for doubt, they are not really in doubt, and their 
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professions of doubt are merely verbal. In the section on idea dubia, 
he says that the treatment and cure of these skeptics belongs to an 
inquiry concerning obstinacy and its cure and not to a treatise on 
method (G II, 29), and in the earlier section, he says that either they 
“Speak contra conscientiam, or we must confess that there are men 
in complete mental blindness, either innate or due to misconcep- 
tions, i.e. to some external influence” (G II, 18). In the earlier sec- 
tion, however, he does not simply deride and dismiss these skeptics: 
he indicates what arguments can be used against skeptics who per- 
sist in professing total doubt and who simply say, “I know nothing.” 
In this highly compressed paragraph, three arguments are 
suggested. They are not stated fully or in detail, probably because 
Spinoza thought that they were not germane to a discussion of 
method. As I read this paragraph, the arguments are exceedingly 
ingenious and interesting; and they provide additional evidence 
that, contrary to the impression of one commentator, Spinoza was 
indeed concerned about philosophical skepticism.}° 

(1) Spinoza’s first point is that skeptics of this variety “‘are not 
conscious of themselves; if they affirm or doubt something, they do 
not know that that they are affirming or doubting, for they say they 
know nothing... .” (G II, 18). He considers here a possible exten- 
sion of doubt beyond any of the doubts envisaged by Descartes, 
namely, doubt about one’s existence and present state. Against 
skeptics professing total doubt, his point is that, if someone asserts 
that he knows nothing, he cannot consistently claim to know that 
he is making this assertion. The following reductio argument is 
suggested. Suppose that someone who utters the words “I know 
nothing” is making a true assertion. If his assertion is true, he can- 
not know that he is making this assertion. On the assumption that a 
person cannot make an assertion without knowing that he is mak- 
ing the assertion, it follows that he is not making an assertion and a 
fortiori that he is not making a true assertion. Hence, someone 
uttering the words “I know nothing” cannot be making a true asser- 
tion; and it can be argued that, if the words “I know nothing” can- 
not be used to make a true assertion, someone uttering these words 
is merely uttering words—he is not asserting that he knows nothing, 
nor is he expressing doubt. 

(2) After making this first point, Spinoza turns to difficulties 
confronting a skeptic when he is asked whether he knows that he 
knows nothing. Although he does not say why a skeptic cannot 
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answer this question affirmatively, it is clear enough why an affir- 
mative answer is ruled out. If a skeptic were to assert that he knows 
that he knows nothing, his assertion would entail a contradiction. 
For, granted that ‘“‘S knows that p”’ entails that S knows something, 
“T know that I know nothing” entails that I know something; and, 
given that ‘“‘S knows that p” entails p, “I know that I know nothing” 
entails that I know nothing. The objection is obvious, and Spinoza 
takes the skeptics’ position to be that they do not know that they 
know nothing. He then points out that they do not “positively 
assert” even this “‘for fear of admitting that they exist while they 
know nothing” (G II, 18). The argument that Spinoza appears to 
have in mind is this. If a skeptic ‘‘positively asserts” that he does 
not know that he knows nothing, he implies that what he is assert- 
ing is true. Given the principle that, if an assertion ostensibly 
about one’s own mental state is true, it must be known to be true, it 
would follow that, if what he is asserting is true, he does indeed 
know something, namely, that he is in a state of not knowing that 
he knows nothing and a fortiori that he exists. To avoid this un- 
welcome implication, the skeptic should “remain silent for fear of 
haply supposing something that smacks of the truth” (G II, 18). 

Finally, (3) Spinoza points out a discrepancy between the 
skeptics’ professions of doubt and their nonphilosophical behavior. 
In personal and social life, they behave as if they exist: they seek 
their own advantage, and they affirm and deny various things 
sometimes on oath. Their behavior indicates that, on many 
matters, they are not in doubt. Yet they profess to be in doubt 
about everything. There appears to be, in non-Spinozistic terms, a 
conflict of criteria. Pointing out this discrepancy, Spinoza does not, 
as has been suggested, simply deny that skeptics are, or really are, 
in doubt on the basis of their everyday behavior.”° His point is more 
subtle. When a skeptic professes total doubt, it is clear that he 
thinks the statement that he is making cannot be confirmed or dis- 
confirmed by his behavior in society or in everyday life. On the con- 
trary, he thinks that he is making a theoretical or philosophical 
point. The question that Spinoza raises is whether he can be doing 
what he thinks he is doing. If he is in fact making a theoretical 
statement, there must be some way in which his statement can be 
supported or defended. But, by his own admission, there is no way 
in which this can be done, for he claims “not to know whether an 
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argument is or is not sound” (G II, 18), and he implies that no one 
can know this. Making this claim, he debars himself from 
theoretical discussion; and, since, when he professes doubt he is 
clearly not making a statement in any way connected with his or- 
dinary behavior and since he cannot be taken to be making a 
theoretical claim, it follows that he is making no claim at all. There 
is, in other words, no function that his utterance can serve, and his 
words are idle. 


VI 


Summary. Against the skeptic who professes absolutely uni- 
versal doubt and (if he is consistent) does not back up his profes- 
sion of doubt with reasons, Spinoza concludes (1) that, when he 
utters the words “I know nothing,” he cannot be making a true 
assertion; (2) that he cannot consistently assert either that he 
knows that he knows nothing or that he does not know that he 
knows nothing; and (3) that his utterance “I know nothing” can 
serve no purpose and his words are idle. His admonition is that such 
a skeptic remain silent. If, on the other hand, a skeptic enters the 
arena of philosophical discussion and gives a ‘“‘reason”’ for saying 
that even clear and distinct ideas may be false, his reason can be 
shown to be no reason at all. Since, on Spinoza’s view, ignorance of 
one’s origin is a necessary condition of doubting clear and distinct 
perceptions, the only really serious “reasons” that a skeptic can 
produce are based on the lack of a clear and distinct idea of his 
origin. This deficiency can (without circularity) be removed; and, 
when someone has a clear and distinct idea of his origin, he is in a 
position to reject any reason that a skeptic can propose for doubting 
clear and distinct ideas. 
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FE. M. Curley 


Descartes, Spinoza 


and the Ethics of Belief” 


“When Newman was a child,” writes Strachey, with 
characteristic malice, ‘‘he ‘wished he could believe the Arabian 
Nights were true.’ When he came to be a man, his wish seems to 
have been granted.”! The contempt implied here for what Strachey 
plainly regards as Cardinal Newman’s willful credulity is only a 
comparatively recent expression of a view about what we may 
properly believe which, since the time of Descartes, has become in- 
creasingly widespread in philosophy. 

We tend to associate the notion of an “‘ethics of belief” with W. 
K. Clifford and his dictum that ‘‘it is wrong always, everywhere, 
and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.’” 
But the man who coined the term ‘‘agnosticism” knew what he was 
about when he traced his intellectual ancestry back to the 
Discourse on Method with its golden rule for finding the truth: 


... give unqualified assent to no propositions but those the truth 
of which is so clear and distinct that they cannot be doubted. 


The enunciation of this great first commandment of science con- 
secrated Doubt. It removed Doubt from the seat of penance 
among the grievous sins to which it had long been condemned, 
and enthroned it in that high place among the primary duties, 
which is assigned to it by the scientific conscience of these latter 
days.? 


Descartes was the first philosopher of the modern period “to obey 
this commandment deliberately . . . as a matter of religious duty,” 


* Tam very much indebted to Peter Sheehan, Reginald Naulty and John Kilcullen 
for their helpful discussions of this topic with me. 
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and tor this accomplishment alone, Huxley suggests, he deserves to 
be regarded as the founder of modern philosophy. 

Of course, those who hold views similar to Huxley’s and Clif- 
ford’s do not always speak in the exuberant categorical imperatives 
and prohibitions of Victorian moralism. Hume seems to be offering 
a counsel of prudence when he tells us that ‘a wise man . . . propor- 
tions his belief to the evidence.’’4 It is arguable that Descartes too is 
addressing his injunction to doubt everything that can be doubted, 
not to all men, at all times, but only to those who are seeking the 
truth, once in their life. And even Huxley will sometimes attempt 
to justify his religious duty of intellectual asceticism with delight- 
fully pragmatic appeals to “the success which follows upon” 
application of the Agnostic principle.® Still whatever differences of 
tone or doctrine may divide these men from one another, or from 
their own selves in different moods, their common hostility towards 
beliefs which “go beyond the evidence” gives them a sufficient 
family resemblance to warrant our grouping them together, and 
dubbing them, perhaps, the cautious believers. 

Now there are a variety of objections one might make against 
the philosophy of cautious belief. Some philosophers have argued 
that we should adopt a more venturesome, enterprising attitude in 
our believing. So H. H. Price, arguing for a policy of accepting 
testimony unless there are specific reasons for doubting it, writes 
that a person “cannot value knowledge very highly, if he does not 
even attempt to get it when there is a risk that his attempt will 
fail.”’? And if it should be objected that we cannot achieve 
knowledge by believing on insufficient evidence, Price may reply 
that “the end we seek”’ is not knowledge, in the strict sense, but the 
acquisition of “‘as many correct beliefs as possible on as many sub- 
jects as possible.’’’ I rather doubt that this is so, but the view has 
appealed to other people besides Price. William James, for exam- 
ple. 

James has also contended, in his famous essay on ‘““The Will to 
Believe,’’!° that there are certain situations in which we have to 
believe on insufficient evidence. Where the option between believ- 
ing and disbelieving is a live one (one where both alternatives strike 
us as having some likelihood), a momentous one (one, roughly, 
where the choice between alternative beliefs is important to us), 
and a forced one (where attempting to withhold judgment is tan- 
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tamount to making a choice), and where the choice cannot be made 
on intellectual grounds, we not only lawfully may, we must let our 
“passional nature’ make the choice. 

It is not altogether clear what sort of ‘must’ this is. As George 
Nakhnikian suggests,!! given that the option is a forced one, where 
some commitment is inescapable, given that intellectual grounds 
are insufficient to determine which commitment is made, and given 
that James’ “‘passional nature’ is construed so broadly as to in- 
clude all nonintellectual determinants of belief, James’ thesis 
seems analytic. The “‘must”’ looks like a logical one. But though 
James’ thesis may be logically necessary, it is not evident that he 
himself regarded it as logically necessary. It is true that he speaks of 
our passional nature as an “inevitable” determinant of our choice, 
at least in certain situations (p. 101). But since the requirements 
that the option be a live and momentous one play no role in 
Nakhnikian’s explanation of the logical necessity, it is puzzling 
that James should have included them.!? 

In any case, Nakhnikian himself argues for two stronger theses: 
(1) that wherever the option is a live and momentous one, not 
decidable on intellectual grounds, our passional nature may lawful- 
ly decide it, even though the option is not forced, and (2) that there 
are or can be situations in which we ought to believe propositions 
against which (almost) conclusive evidence is available (p. 277). 
The first thesis he regards as self-evident, the second he argues for 
by appealing to the following example. It may be that conclusive (or 
almost conclusive) evidence is available for the proposition that my 
wife has, on one occasion, been unfaithful to me. And it may also be 
that I am so constituted that, if I came to believe this, it would lead 
to the breakup of an otherwise happy marriage and much misery 
for our children. It would be a heartless and unreasonable man, 
Nakhnikian contends, who would say that nevertheless I ought to 
believe that my wife has been unfaithful to me, no matter how 
strong the evidence is that she has (p. 257). 

This example reminds us that, quite apart from any problems 
which may be peculiar to the ethics of belief, if there is an ethics of 
belief at all, then it must share in certain problems which pervade 
all moral philosophy. It may be, as Jonathan Bennett has recently 
argued,!° that there are no defensible moral principles of the form: 
‘Tt would always be wrong to. . ., whatever the consequences of not 
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doing so.” If so, then Clifford’s austere dictum that it is always 
wrong to believe on insufficient evidence is not defensible. 

Unfortunately the same sort of considerations which appear to 
rule out principles of the form: “It would always be wrong to 
. .. whatever the consequences” also seem to rule out principles of 
the form: ‘It would always be right (i.e. permissible) to 
... Whatever the consequences.” And if that is so, then pre- 
sumably Nakhnikian’s ‘self-evident’ thesis, “It would always be 
right to believe what our passional nature prompts us to believe, 
provided the option is living and momentous and cannot be decided 
on intellectual grounds,” will not be defensible either. It should be 
possible to construct a counterexample to it just as plausible as 
Nakhnikian’s counterexample to Clifford’s moral law of belief. 
Suppose my wife to be in fact innocent of infidelity, but com- 
promised by damaging, though hardly conclusive, evidence of in- 
fidelity. I, suspicious and sadistic, desire not the breakup of a hap- 
py marriage, but a plausible ground for abusing her and destroying 
the love our children have for her. The option is both living and 
momentous. Still, would it not be a heartless and unreasonable 
man who would say that I act rightly (permissibly) by following the 
promptings of my passional nature and believing in her guilt? 

Principles of the form “It would always be wrong (or right) 
to... whatever the consequences’—and attacks on them—raise 
difficult problems in moral philosophy which we fortunately need 
not pursue. Venturesome believers are no more obliged than 
cautious ones to state their principles in absolute form. They may 
well wish, on reflection, to say something more like: “‘It is permissi- 
ble, where the option is a live one, to believe on insufficient 
evidence, unless there are very powerful reasons for not doing so.”’ 
This is still, I think, a moral principle, and one sufficiently like 
those which venturesome believers have actually held to be grouped 
with it. 

If there is an ethics of belief at all, then it must share the 
problems which pervade all branches of ethics. But is there such a 
subject? Spinoza, if I understand him rightly, thought not. For one 
presumption which seems to be common both to the cautious and to 
the venturesome believers is the view that belief is a kind of volun- 
tary action, which may sensibly be the object of commands, 
prohibitions, permissions and policies. And Spinoza, as I under- 
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stand him, denies that belief is a kind of voluntary action. If that 
view is right, it seems to follow that there can be no ethics of belief 
and that the whole controversy between the cautious and the ven- 
turesome believers rests on a mistake. 

If Spinoza is right, the apparent consequences are, indeed, 
quite considerable. That his claim has implications for the 
philosophy of religion and the traditional problem of the relation 
between faith and reason is obvious. That it also has implications 
for epistemology is perhaps not as obvious as it should be. But 
classical skepticism—the skepticism of Lucian and Sextus Em- 
piricus, whose revival in the Renaissance was so important for the 
subsequent development of modern philosophy—is not just a thesis 
about the weakness of the evidence we have for what we believe. It 
is also a thesis about what, in view of the weakness of the evidence, 
we Ought to believe. “Be sober and doubt all things.” ‘Nothing 
must be determined.’’!4 

Again, what we think about the nature of belief may affect 
what we think about the political problem of toleration. If we hold 
that belief is not a voluntary action, then, on the face of it, 
heterodox opinions are not a proper subject for legislation. Perhaps 
the reverse is not true. I think one might hold that belief is a volun- 
tary action, but is still not a proper subject for legislation because 
belief in itself is never sufficiently ‘other-regarding’ to be legislated 
against. We may not punish beliefs, though we may punish the ac- 
tions they lead to. But whether or not that is a viable position, I 
suspect that a Spinozistic view of belief—not often articulated, and 
rarely argued for—may lie behind the willingness many people have 
had to tolerate opinions other than their own.!5 

Is Spinoza right in his view of the nature of belief? Fundamen- 
tally, yes, I think. In what follows I propose to see what can be said 
for that view. But because Spinoza’s own statement of his position 
is developed as an attack on the opposing view of Descartes, we 
must start with a look at the Cartesian texts he is criticising. 


I. Descartes 
In the Third Meditation, before setting out to consider whether 


or not there is a God, Descartes divides his thoughts into three 
classes: some, he says, are like images or pictures of things, as when 
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he thinks of a man, or a chimaera, or the sky, or God—only these 
are properly called ideas; others have different ‘forms’, as when he 
wills, fears, affirms or denies. These other thoughts, Descartes 
holds, always involve an idea of something as the subject of the 
thought, but they add something to it. They may be divided into 
volitions, or affections, and judgments.'® 

Volitions and ideas, Descartes goes on to say, cannot properly 
be called either true or false. Whether I imagine a she-goat or a 
chimaera, it is nonetheless true that I imagine the one thing rather 
than the other. And whether what I desire is evil or even nonexis- 
tent, it is nonetheless true that I desire it. It is only ‘thoughts’ of the 
third sort, judgments, that can properly be called true or false. And 
there the chief error which I need to avoid lies in judging that the 
ideas which are in me are like the things outside which they are 
ideas of. 

Now as Kenny has pointed out, the argument Descartes uses 
here is a very odd one.!’ It seems to invite the objection that, 
whether or not what I judge is true or false, it is nonetheless true 
that I judge it. But Descartes’ point is, on the face of it, a valid one. 
If what I judge is true, then I not only judge, I judge truly. But we do 
not assess acts of willing or thinking of an object as either true or 
false. 

The distinctions drawn in the Third Meditation are deployed 
in the Fourth, where Descartes’ aim is to prove that God is not a 
deceiver. He has already shown, he thinks, that he has been created 
by a supremely perfect being, and that the desire to deceive his 
creature is incompatible with the nature of such a being. So it is 
puzzling to Descartes that he should ever err. The doubts raised in 
the First Meditation cannot be completely put to rest until he has 
discovered how it can happen that the creature of such a being has 
false beliefs. Accordingly, it is an important part of his program to 
show that his intellectual mistakes are his fault, not God’s. 

So Descartes argues that error depends on two faculties which 
he finds that he has: the faculty of knowing, or the intellect, and the 
faculty of choosing, or the will. For error is properly predicable only 
of judgments, and judgment is a compound of two elements. It in- 
volves an idea, which is the subject of the judgment, and which is 
due to the intellect, and a volition, a decision to make an affirma- 
tion or negation concerning that idea.'® 
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Error, according to Descartes, results from the fact that, 
whereas the human intellect is finite, the human will is not. By this 
he says he means that there are countless things of which we have 
no idea, though we can conceive an intellect (God’s) which is not 
limited in this way. But we are aware of nothing, Descartes holds, 
which can be the object of any other will (even God’s), which cannot 
be the object of ours.!® It is in virtue of the infinitude of the human 
will that man knows that he has been created in the image of God. 
But because we do not restrain our will to judging only those things 
which we understand, we fall into error. 

Such is Descartes’ official explanation of error. Nevertheless, 
the situation is plainly more complicated than this summary 
suggests, and a closer examination shows that Descartes is not en- 
tirely consistent. It is necessary for us to have some idea in order for 
there to be something for us to make a judgment about.”° So we can- 
not, strictly speaking, affirm or deny what we do not understand at 
all. The statement that “‘we err because we do not restrain our will 
to judging only those things we understand” must mean “‘we err 
because we do not restrain our will to judging only those things we 
understand clearly and distinctly.” 

Moreover, there are evidently further limits on the will which 
Descartes himself acknowledges, though he maintains that they do 
not derogate from our freedom. When I do understand something 
clearly and distinctly, then I am in a state in which I cannot but 
believe it. So, for example, when in the Second Meditation 
Descartes understood clearly that he existed, he was not able not to 
judge that what he understood so clearly was true (non potui 
quidem non judicare illud quod tam clare intelligebam verum esse). 
He was nonetheless free in so judging. For Descartes deliberately”! 
defines freedom in such a way that it will be consistent both with 
the will’s being determined by the intellect and with its being deter- 
mined by God. Freedom in judging does not consist in our being 
able to either affirm or deny, but in our being so moved to affirming 
or denying that we are aware of no external force which determines 
us.22, When we perceive something clearly and distinctly we are 
drawn irresistibly but freely to believe it. Ex magna luce in intellec- 
tu magna consequuta est propensio in voluntate. 

But where the perception of the intellect is not clear and dis- 
tinct, then the will is always more or less indifferent to what is 
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proposed to it and therefore able to choose either. There may be a 
great inclination to believe one thing rather than another, or there 
may be no inclination at all. In the latter case, indifference is at its 
height and presumably it is very easy for me to either affirm or deny 
(though Descartes says, rather significantly, that this state of com- 
plete indifference is the lowest degree of liberty). In the former case, 
however probable the reasons may be which draw me in one direc- 
tion, the mere knowledge that they are only probable reasons, not 
certain and indubitable ones, suffices to draw my assent in the 
other direction.?? So the Cartesian account of judgment attributes 
to the mind a rather considerable ability to believe or disbelieve or 
suspend judgment at will. 

Given this account of the nature of belief, Descartes propounds 
what looks like as cautious an ethics of belief as could ever be 
proposed. If we abstain from judging whenever we do not perceive 
something clearly and distinctly, we act rightly and are not de- 
ceived. But if we make an affirmation or denial when our perception 
is not clear and distinct, we misuse our free will. Even if we chance 
to judge truly, we are culpable. And since we cannot do otherwise 
than assent to what we perceive clearly and distinctly, Descartes in 
effect enjoins us to abstain from judgment wherever we can. “Be 
sober and doubt what you can.” 

It should be noted that there does not seem to be any sign, in 
the mature Descartes, of the doctrine of a qualified assent which 
has been so popular among the British empiricists. When a Hume 
recommends that we proportion our belief to the evidence, or a 
Locke says that we ought not to entertain any proposition “with 
greater assurance than the proofs it is built upon will warrant,’’4 he 
is plainly supposing that there are degrees of belief, and that the 
right course of action, where the evidence for a proposition is not 
conclusive, is to give it only a limited degree of assent. But this op- 
tion, with its characteristically British appeal to common sense, is 
not, on the whole,?> one that Descartes considers. Like Newman, he 
treats assent as an all or nothing action; though unlike Newman, he 
takes a very strict view about the circumstances in which this ac- 
tion should be performed.”6 

Of course, Descartes’ ethics of belief is not in fact as rigorous as 
it sometimes seems. As a reader of the Discourse on Method might 
expect, Descartes distinguishes between the requirements of con- 
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templation and those of daily life, recognizes that we may often 
have to act on hypotheses for which we do not even have probable 
evidence, and recommends that we then act as resolutely as if we 
were certain.2” And he is quite prepared, under the prompting of 
Arnauld, to make a further exception in favor of the articles of 
religious faith.28 So in fact he allows the things which have been of 
the greatest interest to people like Newman and James. 

But whatever Descartes’ limitations may be as a precursor of 
Huxley, it is essential that the theory of judgment in the Fourth 
Meditation not be dismissed as merely an ad hoc device for dealing 
with his peculiar, epistemological version of the problem of evil. It 
has considerable importance for Descartes’ method as well. The 
ability to doubt whatever is not clearly conceived is a presupposi- 
tion of his use of doubt as a methodological tool. It is because 
Descartes has suspended judgment about even the most probable of 
his former opinions that he claims to be building on a solid foun- 
dation.2® And it is equally vital that there be some propositions 
which resist his attempts to suspend judgment or think the con- 
trary. If his ‘antecedent skepticism’ is to be a means to knowledge, 
and not, as Hume warned, a final resting place, there must be some 
propositions which he finds that he cannot but believe.*° 


II. Spinoza 


When we turn from the Fourth Meditation to Spinoza’s judg- 
ment on it at the end of Part II of the Ethics, we find that there are 
two main themes in his criticism: first, that the faculties of the will 
and the intellect which play such an important role in Descartes’ 
theory are fictions (IIP48S), and second, that to the extent that we 
may speak about the will and the intellect at all, they are identical 
(IIP49C). But the proofs Spinoza offers for these counterclaims do 
not, I think, help very much to explain why Spinoza makes them, or 
what their exact bearing on the controversy is. 

The first seems to be argued for on general deterministic 
grounds. In IIP48 Spinoza maintains that there is no absolute or 
free will in the mind, but that the mind is determined to willing this 
or that by a cause which is itself determined, and so on to infinity. 
The argument for this, essentially, is that the mind is finite and has 
a ‘determinate existence’, i.e. exists in a particular way. Everything 
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which is finite and has a determinate existence is determined to ex- 
ist and act in the way it does by something which also is finite and 
has a determinate existence (IP28). So the mind cannot be a free 
cause in willing this or that. In the same way, Spinoza says, we can 
show that there is no absolute faculty of the intellect, but that these 
faculties are either quite fictitious, or else nothing but 
‘metaphysical entities’ or universals which we are in the habit of 
forming from particulars. The will and the intellect are related to 
particular volitions and ‘intellections’ as ‘stoneness’ is to particular 
stones. But Spinoza’s view of universals is that they are not real en- 
tities.°1 So the will and the intellect, considered as something dis- 
tinct from particular volitions and intellections, are not real. 

Presented thus abstractly the argument is hardly compelling. 
Still, I think it does make a valid point, which we might put in the 
following way:32 Suppose we conceive of the will, as Descartes seems 
to, as a capacity for making affirmations and denials. This capacity 
is common to all particular volitions, it is manifested equally in 
each particular affirmation or denial. As a consequence it cannot 
explain any affirmation or denial. It is no explanation of my af- 
firming p to say that I have a capacity for affirmation and denial, 
since my having that capacity is quite consistent with my denying 
p. Anything which is put forward to explain my affirmation must, if 
it is satisfactory, be specific enough to make it intelligible that I 
make this affirmation rather than some contrary one. 

But however correct this may be, it does not get us very far. 
The really crucial point is Spinoza’s second one, that the will and 
the intellect are identical, or rather, that there is in the mind no 
volition, no affirmation or negation, beyond that which an idea in- 
volves insofar as it is an idea (IIP49). And unfortunately the proof 
we are given of this proposition is quite inadequate. 

Spinoza’s ‘demonstration’ is divided into two parts. First, he 
argues that an affirmation can neither be nor be conceived without 
an idea. We are asked to consider the particular volition by which 
the mind affirms that the three angles of a triangle are equal to two 
right angles. This affirmation can neither be nor be conceived 
without the idea of a triangle, says Spinoza, citing ITA3: 


Modes of thinking, such as love, desire, or whatever is signified by 
the term affects of the mind, do not exist unless there is in the 
same individual an idea of the thing loved, desired, etc. But an 
idea can exist even though no other mode of thinking exists. 


Descartes, Spinoza & Ethics of Belief 169 


But then the thesis in favor of which this axiom is adduced is not 
controversial. It is just good Cartesian doctrine. 

Second, he argues, the idea of a triangle must involve this affir- 
mation about the triangle, viz., that its three angles are equal to 
two right angles, so that the idea can neither be nor be conceived 
without the affirmation. This step in the ‘proof’, which ts controver- 
sial, is not justified by the citation of anything that has gone before. 
With it asserted, however, Spinoza can go on to say that since the 
idea can neither be nor be conceived without the affirmation, the 
affirmation pertains to the essence of the idea (by IID2). And since 
this affirmation has been chosen at random, he takes himself to 
have shown that no particular volition (i.e. affirmation or negation) 
is anything more than an idea. That will and intellect are one and 
the same is an easily demonstrated corollary, for it has already been 
shown that the will is nothing more than the particular volitions of 
the mind. 

Now this is most unpromising. Where we are looking for an 
argument, we get only an assertion. Moreover, it is natural to object 
that the assertion gets whatever plausibility it has from the fact 
that the affirmation which Spinoza alleges to have been chosen at 
random is really a very special case. It is a necessary property of 
(Euclidean) triangles that their three angles are equal to two right 
angles. So we might be willing to agree that an idea of a triangle 
which did not in some sense ‘involve’ its having that angle sum 
would not be an idea of a triangle at all, though no doubt we would 
want this notion of ‘involving’ explained.** But what of contingent 
properties? Can I not have an idea of a triangle without that idea’s 
involving, in any sense, that triangle’s having the particular area it 
does? 

If this is a natural objection, then I suppose it is equally natural 
to reply, on Spinoza’s behalf, that the distinction assumed here 
between necessary and contingent properties is an invalid one, 
whose invalidity Spinoza claims to have shown in Part I (IP33S1). 
But I think it may be more profitable not to venture into that 
thicket, and to try a different approach instead. 

Let us take for our text the following remark from the Scholium 
which concludes Part II: 

Those who think that ideas consist in images which are formed in 


us by contact with [external] bodies are convinced that those 
ideas of things [which can make no trace in our brain or] of 
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which we can form no similar image are not ideas, but only fic- 
tions which we invent by a free decision of the will; they look on 
ideas, therefore, as like silent pictures on a tablet, and preoc- 
cupied by this prejudice, they do not see that an idea, insofar as it 
is an idea, involves an affirmation or negation [Gebhardt II, 132; 
Elwes II, 122]. 


This is a very interesting passage. The beginning is reminiscent of 
the opening of the Sixth Meditation, or of Descartes’ reply to 
Hobbes’ objection that we can have no idea of God.*4 The distinc- 
tion between ideas and images is vital to Descartes’ program, for he 
wants to maintain that we can have ideas of a great many things 
which we cannot imagine—not just God, but thousand-sided 
polygons as well. That there is such a distinction is certainly good 
Cartesian doctrine. But the conclusion of the passage is manifestly 
anti-Cartesian: to trace the doctrine that ideas per se involve no af- 
firmation to a confusion of ideas with images is to suggest that there 
is an important incoherence in Descartes’ notion of an idea.* 

Now it seems to me that Spinoza is right to find Descartes’ con- 
ception of ideas incoherent and right also to connect this with a con- 
fusion of ideas and images. First of all, there is a purely logical 
point. Cartesian ideas are supposed to be, in themselves, neither 
true nor false. They are supposed not to involve, in themselves, any 
element of affirmation or negation. But they are also supposed to be 
the objects of affirmation or denial, and it is natural to feel that the 
object of an affirmation or denial must be a proposition. Paraphras- 
ing Alan Gewirth** we might ask: if it is simply by an act of affirm- 
ing or denying an idea that a judgment comes into being, must 
not the idea have previously been a proposition? If the idea were the 
sort of thought which would be expressed linguistically by a term, 
the addition of an act of affirmation or denial to it could not result 
in a judgment. And certainly in the Fourth Meditation, where 
Descartes is most concerned with the analysis of judgment, the ex- 
amples of ideas that he considers are always ideas that something ts 
the case—that I, insofar as I am a thinking thing, exist, or that the 
thinking nature by which I am what I am is distinct from the cor- 
poral nature which also seems to pertain to me (AT VII, 59; HR I, 
176). He finds that he cannot but affirm the first, though he is in- 
different to the second. Still, in each case what we affirm or deny or 
‘suspend judgment’ about must, it seems, be a proposition, if the 
theory is to be intelligible. 


Descartes, Spinoza & Ethics of Belief 171 


Secondly, there also seem to be general systematic reasons for 
regarding Cartesian ideas as propositional. One of the key features 
of ideas in Descartes’ philosophy is their role as ‘representative’ en- 
tities. It is in virtue of this role that they are said, not to be images, 
but to be like images. Consider the two ideas I have of the sun: 


. . one which apparently takes its origin from the senses. . . by 
which it appears to me to be extremely small, the other taken 
from astronomical reasoning . . . by which it seems to me several 
times larger than the earth [AT VII, 39; HR I, 161]. 


There should be no serious temptation to think of this second idea 
as being an image of the sun; but it is like an image of the sun in 
that it represents the sun as having a certain characteristic. And to 
say that it does this is to say that it is implicitly propositional. It is 
an idea that something is the case. 

This much seems to have been seen, albeit confusedly, by the 
anonymous correspondent whose letter of May 19, 1641 was com- 
municated to Descartes by Mersenne (AT III, 375-377). Obviously 
troubled by Decartes’ use of the term ‘idea’, he writes that most 
philosophers usually signify by it a simple concept “like the image 
which (as they say) remains in the phantasy, which is also called a 
phantasm.”’ He recognizes that Descartes does not mean by “idea’”’ 
an image, but he is still puzzled. When he considers the example of 
the two ideas of the sun, he finds that he has, through vision, an 
idea of the sun consisting of a very bright but not very large circle. 
This idea is expressed by a simple name (‘“‘the sun’”’), for “names 
signify only simple concepts.”’ After reasoning he infers that the sun 
is many times larger than it appears to be to the eye, and then 
either he forms a different idea, a circle which is equal in its dimen- 
sions to the sun, but is still an image, or, without any idea beyond 
his original visual one, he says (thinks) that the sun is much larger 
than it seems. The correspondent assumes that for Descartes hav- 
ing an idea is having a thought of this last sort, a thought which he 
goes on to call a complex concept and which would be expressed by 
a proposition, not by a name. 

Now this, I suggest, is right in its general direction, even if 
wrong in certain details. It is right in its contention that the idea 
one has of the sun through astronomical reasoning is implicitly 
propositional, but wrong in holding that this is not equally true of 
the visual idea of the sun. For Descartes says even of the idea of the 
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sun which apparently comes from the senses that “through it the 
sun appears to me to be quite small.” To have that sort of idea is 
also to be in a state in which it seems to me that something is the 
case.*” 

It is wrong also in confusing the distinction between terms and 
propositions with the distinction between the simple and complex. 
The difference between ‘‘the sun’ and “the sun is large” is not 
simply a difference between the simple and the complex, any more 
than a sentence is simply a string of terms. In the sentence 
something is said of the sun, so that we have a linguistic expression 
which is true or false, which would not be so if we had only a com- 
plex expression like ‘‘the large sun.” 

Or at any rate, it would not necessarily be so. It might be 
argued that a complex expression like “‘the large sun” should be 
parsed as equivalent to a noun phrase (“the sun’’) plus relative 
clause (‘“‘which is very large”), and that, though the resultant ex- 
pression might, from a grammatical point of view, not constitute a 
complete sentence, still it would, from a logical point of view, in- 
volve an assertion which would be either true or false. ‘““The sun, 
which is large, .. .”” makes a truth-claim, even if the rules of gram- 
mar require a further truth-claim to be made. 

This holds, I think, only for what the grammarians call non- 
restrictive relative clauses, where the relative clause is not essential 
to identifying the subject of predication (‘‘the planet Earth, which 
is third from the sun, completes its orbit in approximately 365 1/4 
days’), not for restrictive relative clauses (“the planet which is 
third from the sun completes its orbit in approximately 365 1/4 
days’). And the need to make this qualification shows that the dis- 
tinction between simple and complex concepts is a red herring. 
Only those complex expressions which are, or are equivalent to, 
nonrestrictive relative clauses involve an assertion.*® 

His correspondent’s confusion of the simple/complex concept 
distinction with the term/proposition distinction colors Descartes’ 
reply. “Your friend,” he writes to Mersenne in July, 1641, 


has not grasped my meaning at all, when to indicate the distinc- 
tion between ideas which are in the phantasy and those which are 
in the mind, he says that the former are expressed by terms and 
the latter by propositions. For whether they are expressed by 
terms or propositions, it is not that which makes them belong to 
the mind or to the imagination. Each kind of idea can be ex- 
pressed in either way. It is rather the manner of conceiving them 
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that makes the difference. Whatever we conceive without an im- 
age is an idea of the pure mind, and whatever we conceive with an 
image is an idea of the imagination [AT III, 395; Philosophical 
Letters, 106-107; my italics]. 


So the difference between the sensory or imaginative and the 
rational ideas of the sun, insofar as it is not a difference in content, 
i.e. a difference in the characteristics which the two ideas represent 
the sun as having, depends on whether or not the idea is accom- 
panied by (or causally connected with) an image in the brain.%9 
Both are thoughts which might be expressed in a form of words 
which involves at least a tentative affirmation: “It seems to me 
that....” And so Descartes will quite cheerfully allow that both 
may be expressed by a proposition. 

But he also maintains that both may be expressed by a term. 
This seems to be because he shares the tendency of his correspon- 
dent to confuse the simple/complex concept distinction with the 
term/proposition distinction. For when Mersenne puts to him again 
the question ‘Whether our ideas are expressed by a simple term”’, 
he replies that he does not understand it. “Words are human inven- 
tions and we can always use one or several to explain the same 
thing” (AT III, 417; Philosophical Letters, 108). But the fact that 
one and the same thought may be expressed with more or fewer 
words is irrelevant to the question whether ideas involve an element 
of assertion. 

We are now, I hope, in a position to see why Spinoza thought 
Descartes was confusing ideas with images when he claimed that 
ideas as such do not involve any affirmation or denial. In at least 
one important use of the term “‘idea’’,*° an idea is supposed to be a 
representative entity which can be affirmed or denied. Now an im- 
age or a picture can represent an object as having certain 
characteristics simply by being a good likeness of the object. When 
we spiritualize our representative entity and deprive it of all the 
characteristics of material objects, it is hard to know what to make 
of this notion of a resemblance between the idea and its object. We 
can do something with the notion if we regard the idea as the sort of 
thought which might be expressed by a proposition. But if we do 
that, then we can no longer say that the idea in itself involves 
neither an affirmation nor a denial and is neither true nor false.*! 

Nevertheless, once we conceive of ideas as being true or false in 
their own right and as involving, in themselves, an element of asser- 
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tion, there does not seem to be any need for a further act of the will 
to produce a judgment. If we suppose that there is, are we not tak- 
ing the substantial expressions ‘‘the will” and “the intellect” too 
seriously and treating them as distinct agents rather than distinct 
functions of one agent? If my intellect affirms that the sun is very 
large, am J not already judging that it is? Is it really necessary for 
my will to add its concurring ‘opinion’? Suppose these two judges 
disagree. Shall I intervene to cast the deciding vote? If so, what 
faculty will I be exercising when I do? And if no further act of the 
will is needed to produce a judgment, is not Spinoza right to say 
that ‘“‘there is in the mind no volition, or affirmation and negation, 
except that which an idea involves, insofar as it is an idea’”’ (IIP49)? 

As I indicated earlier, I think Spinoza is fundamentally right. 
But I don’t suppose that he can be shown to be right quite so easily 
as the rhetorical questions of the preceding paragraph may suggest. 
One of the things which lends plausibility to the Cartesian analysis 
of judgment is the phenomenon of suspended judgment. We might 
put the Cartesian case as follows. Normally at least, the only sort of 
affirmation which an idea involves as an act of the intellect is a 
more or less tentative one. Though having an idea (insofar as this is 
an occurrence relevant to the analysis of judgment) is always hav- 
ing an idea that something is so, it is also always appropriate to 
paraphrase this by saying that when we have an idea that p, then it 
seems to us that p. And it is quite possible for it to seem to us that p 
without our judging that p. We can withhold our judgment, all the 
while allowing that the weight of evidence favors p. Indeed, we can 
even judge not-p and yet allow that the evidence favors p. This is 
simply a fact of experience which it would be folly to deny.‘2 

Spinoza, of course, considers this objection, though not quite in 
the form in which I have presented it. And he makes two useful 
suggestions about it. First, he does not deny the existence of the 
phenomenon, but argues that it is misdescribed as an act (or non- 
act) of the will: 


When we say that someone suspends judgment, we are saying 
only that he sees that he does not perceive the thing adequately. 
Suspension of judgment, therefore, is really a perception, and not 
free will... Conceive a boy imagining a winged horse and not 
perceiving anything else. Since this imagination involves the ex- 
istence of the horse [by IIP17C] and the boy does not perceive 
anything which contradicts the existence of the horse, he will 


Descartes, Spinoza & Ethics of Belief 175 


necessarily contemplate the horse as present, and will not be able 
to doubt its existence... I deny that a man affirms nothing in- 
sofar as he perceives. For what is it to perceive a winged horse ex- 
cept to affirm of the horse that it has wings? If the mind were to 
perceive nothing except a winged horse, it would contemplate it 
as present to itself, it would have no cause for doubting the 
horse’s existence, and no faculty of dissenting, unless the im- 
agination of the winged horse should be joined to an idea which 
denies the existence of the horse or the mind perceives that the 
idea of a winged horse which it has is inadequate. And then either 
it will necessarily deny the existence of the horse, or it will 
necessarily doubt its existence [Gebhardt II, 134; Elwes II, 125]. 


Spinoza’s argument here is partly based on his peculiar theory of 
the imagination, which I do not propose to go into now, and partly 
based on the confusion between complex concepts and propositions, 
which I criticized earlier in this paper. But it has appealed to a 
variety of phenomenologists of belief quite independently of the 
arguments Spinoza uses, and I think rightly so.* 

We might put Spinoza’s point in the following way. Doubt is 
inherently a second-order activity. I cannot doubt whether p unless 
I already have some existing tendency to believe that p, unless it 
already seems to me in some measure that p. | cannot ‘suspend 
judgment’ unless there is in some sense a judgment to suspend. But 
equally, I cannot doubt whether p unless I already have some ex- 
isting tendency to believe not-p, unless it already seems to me in 
some measure that p is false. These conflicting tendencies are 
necessary conditions for doubt, and insofar as I am aware of them 
and find them to be of approximately equal strength, they are suf- 
ficient. Suspending judgment—insofar as it is something mental, 
not the abstention from a public pronouncement—is not an action I 
take as a consequence of finding the arguments pro and con are 
pretty evenly balanced. It is simply the state itself of finding them 
to be so. 

I put this claim forward not as a piece of introspective psy- 
chology, nor as a piece of armchair linguistics, but as a sample of 
what we now like to call conceptual analysis.** I take it that it can 
be decisively confirmed or refuted only by a detailed and tedious ex- 
amination of the way in which expressions like “‘belief’’, ‘“doubt”’ 
and “suspense of judgment” and their linguistic equivalents in 
other languages are used, particularly by philosophers for whom the 
subject of belief is important. Without undertaking such an ex- 
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amination here, I can make some suggestions as to how it might 
proceed and the conclusions which might result. 

If you look at the way the notion of a suspense of judgment is 
used by a classical skeptic like Sextus Empiricus, you may be sur- 
prised by what you find. You might expect that he would be as 
much a voluntarist about belief as Descartes appears to be. But 
though Sextus sometimes talks as though suspense of judgment 
were an act, as when he compares the Skeptic’s suspension to the 
painter Apelles’ act of throwing his sponge at the canvas (Outlines 
of Pyrrhonism, Bk. I, Sec. 12), he usually represents it as a state of 
mind which results either from the activity of inquiry or from a con- 
sciously adopted policy of seeking out grounds for doubting what we 
would otherwise naturally be inclined to believe (Secs. 4, 13, 22 
and, with some reservations, 20 and 33). It is a state of being in- 
different, not an action we take because we are indifferent or in 
spite of not being indifferent. And it might be argued that there is 
an implicit recognition of this in Descartes, so that even he is not 
quite the voluntarist he represents himself as being. This, perhaps, 
is why he insists on having reasonable grounds for doubting his 
former beliefs and why he urges his readers to reflect carefully and 
frequently on those grounds, treating the First Meditation as a kind 
of spiritual exercise.46 We cannot just decide not to believe 
something we find highly probable, but we can bring it about that 
we no longer find it probable by attending to arguments which cut 
against the belief or against the grounds on which we hold it. 

If this is right, and if Descartes’ apparent voluntarism about 
belief is an indication of conceptual confusion, it is natural to ask 
how the confusion comes about. And this is the point at which we 
may find the second of Spinoza’s suggestions useful. In the 
Scholium at the end of Part II of the Ethics, Spinoza warns us to 
avoid two common confusions about ideas. One is the tendency to 
confuse ideas with images, which we have already touched on. The 
other is the tendency to confuse ideas with the words by which they 
are expressed. ‘“Those who confound words with an idea, or with the 
affirmation which an idea involves, think that they can will [i.e. 
affirm or deny] contrary to what they perceive, when, by mere 
words, they affirm or deny something contrary to what they 
perceive. ’’46 

Like most of Spinoza’s suggestions, this one needs a good deal 
of filling out before it is of any use. Consider the theory of judgment 
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recently put forward by Peter Geach in Mental Acts.‘’7 There Geach 
develops the notion of judging as an (irreducibly) analogical exten- 
sion of the concept of saying, and contends that the analogies are 
systematic rather than casual. The whole linguistic scheme which 
we use in talking about judgments is an extension of the linguistic 


scheme we use in talking about utterances. Predicates like “. . . is 
true’ are “‘properly and primarily applicable to statements in 
language, rather than to thoughts or judgments...” (p. 98). 


Now this seems to me to be confirmed by reflection on the 
vocabulary traditionally used by philosophers who have had 
theories of the nature of belief. Certainly one of the most striking 
features of that vocabulary is the extent to which the terms used to 
denote the act of judging are borrowed from our discourse about 
statements in language. We affirm, deny, assent, consent, ac- 
quiesce, etc. 

But as Geach has also stressed, “the important thing about 
analogical extensions of a concept is that we should know... . how 
far to carry the analogy” (p. 101). Judging, or ‘saying-in-one’s- 
heart’, though like saying, is still not the same thing as saying. Nor 
is it the same thing as saying subvocally. Geach argues, for exam- 
ple, that judgments, unlike utterances, have no more than “a loose 
connection with physical time” (pp. 104-106). And the argument is 
persuasive, if not compelling. 

I suggest that Spinoza has located another important dis- 
analogy between saying and judging. It makes perfectly good sense 
to speak of someone as saying what he does not perceive to be true. 
The occasions we have for this criticism of others’ utterances are all 
too frequent. But it is nonsense to speak of someone as saying- 
in-his-heart or judging what he does not perceive to be true. Unless 
he perceives it to be true, he cannot properly be said to believe it. 

One final consideration. Most writers on this topic who have 
thought that belief can be a voluntary action have allowed that 
there are some constraints on belief. Descartes, as we have seen, 
holds that when we perceive something clearly and distinctly, we 
cannot but believe it. Just what Descartes means by clarity and dis- 
tinctness is a much disputed question, whose solution is not greatly 
aided by the definitions he offers, but one interpretation which 
comes naturally to mind in contexts like this is that a clear and dis- 
tinct idea is one for which we have conclusive reasons, one which is 
rendered absolutely certain by the evidence we have.*8 
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Locke allows rather less scope to the will. Assent is involuntary 
not only where we have intuitive or demonstrative knowledge (IV, 
2, 1 and 5; IV, 13; IV, 14), but also where experience and testimony 
give rise to a “‘clear and strong”’ probability (IV, 16, 6-9; IV, 17, 16; 
IV, 20, 12-16). It is only where the arguments establish but a weak 
probability, or there is some reason to suspect a fallacy in them, or 
reason to expect that equally good evidence to the contrary may be 
produced, that assent is voluntary.*® 

The picture these writers suggest, then, is of belief as a kind of 
action which may be impossible in some circumstances, very dif- 
ficult in others, and presumably, rather easy in still others, depend- 
ing on the state of the evidence. I cannot now believe that the Ara- 
bian Nights are true. But perhaps if only I tried harder, or if only 
the stories weren’t quite so improbable, I could do it. I propose, 
then, that we test this view by conducting the following ‘thought- 
experiment’. Consider some proposition for which you have literally 
no evidence at all one way or the other. It may not be as easy as you 
‘might suppose to think of an example which strictly satisfies that 
condition, but I am in this situation with respect to the proposition 
“it rained three hours ago on Jupiter.” Now, paying careful atten- 
tion to what is happening in your mind, believe it. Or, if you prefer, 
disbelieve it. Or do both, in turn. Did anything happen? Unless 
your experience is very unlike mine, I suspect not. Indeed, I fear 
that if my salvation depended on my either believing or disbelieving 
this particular proposition, I should be damned. 


Ill. The Ethics of Belief 


I have argued that Spinoza is fundamentally right, that belief 
is not a voluntary action, not something that we decide to do, but 
something that happens to us, that coming to believe is something 
much more like falling in love than like raising one’s arm. Does it in 
fact follow that the whole controversy between cautious and ven- 
turesome believers rests on a mistake? And doesn’t the very prac- 
tice of using moral language about belief—of ascribing to people 
duties or rights to believe or not to believe and appraising their 
beliefs as reasonable or unreasonable—doesn’t the existence of this 
‘language game’ constitute some kind of argument against 
Spinoza? Why should we do this unless we suppose that, when 
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someone believes something, he could have believed something else 
instead? And can such a very general misconception be explained 
away simply by pointing to our tendency to confuse saying-in-one’s- 
heart with saying?® 

Now I think we must concede that there is merit in this objec- 
tion. There is, as Hampshire remarks, ‘‘a whole range of idioms that 
assimilate belief to action.’’®! We not only blame people for believ- 
ing things too readily, and say that they ought to or ought not to or 
may believe certain things, we also say things like “I refuse to 
believe that” or “I prefer to believe this,’ and so on. The evidence of 
linguistic usage does not all point in one direction. Most of us, I sup- 
pose, would find it odd, to say the least, to be asked what our 
motive for or intention in believing something is. We do not excuse 
people’s beliefs in the ways in which we characteristically excuse 
their actions, as being unintentional, inadvertent, accidental or 
performed under duress. And I find more than a faint whiff of the 
absurd in the suggestion that we should. Still, Iam not sure that my 
linguistic intuitions would be shared by all native speakers of 
English. It has been suggested to me that the negative result of the 
thought-experiment proposed at the end of the preceding section 
might be explained by the absence, in that case, of any plausible 
motive for believing. The view would be that, though we can believe 
without evidence or even what we take to be evidence, we cannot 
believe without some motive. I find it a bit difficult to take this 
suggestion seriously. Those who can should ask themselves whether 
the lack of a motive might not be remedied by offering a reward? 
Would this alter the result? 

Nevertheless, the practice of appraising beliefs in moral or 
quasi-moral terms is too widespread to be attributed to any simple 
mistake. Seeing what it does rest on is a complicated business. In 
closing this essay I should like to suggest very briefly what I think 
the rationale for the practice is. 

That some of the moral dicta advanced about belief rest on a 
confusion cannot be denied. Huxley writes: 


Agnosticism is not properly described as a “negative” creed, nor 
indeed as a creed of any kind, except insofar as it expresses ab- 
solute faith in the validity of a principle, which is as much ethical 
as intellectual .. . that it is wrong for a man to say that he is cer- 
tain of the objective truth of any proposition unless he can 
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produce evidence which logically justifies that certainty ... that 
which Agnostics deny and repudiate as immoral, is the contrary 
doctrine, that there are propositions which men ought to believe, 
without logically satisfactory evidence; and that reprobation 
ought to attach to the profession of disbelief in such inadequately 
supported propositions.*? 


Clearly something has gone wrong here. ‘‘You ought not to say you 
are certain of p when you do not have adequate evidence for it”’ is 
not contrary to ‘““You ought to believe p even though you do not 
have adequate evidence for it.” Huxley could not slide in such a 
short space from a thesis about the profession of belief to one about 
belief and back again to one about the profession of belief, unless he 
were fairly seriously confused. 

The profession of belief is only one of the varieties of action in 
which beliefs are typically expressed. Often when people use moral 
language in connection with belief, it seems that they are concerned 
not so much with belief as with the actions in which belief issues. 
Locke writes of “the odd opinions and extravagant actions 
enthusiasm has run men into.’”’ When he speaks of “not enter- 
taining any proposition with greater assurance than the proofs it is 
built upon will warrant,’’®? perhaps what he really means is that we 
ought not to act on uncertain beliefs in a way which would be ap- 
propriate only to beliefs we are certain about. There are some ac- 
tions whose consequences may be so harmful if the beliefs they are 
founded on are mistaken that we normally should require very good 
evidence indeed for the beliefs before we act on them. 

Clifford’s shipowner is a case in point. He sends to sea an un- 
seaworthy ship, laden with emigrant families seeking a better life in 
a new country. And he suppresses his doubts about the adequacy of 
his ship for its task by a series of more or less elaborate self- 
deceptions. He reflects that the ship has weathered many a long 
voyage before, reminds himself that there is a benevolent God who 
is unlikely to let so many innocents suffer, and so on. His ultimate 
belief in the safety of the vessel is firm and comfortable, and when 
she sinks with no survivors, he collects his insurance money with an 
easy conscience. ‘What shall we say of him?” asks Clifford. 


Surely this, that he was verily guilty of the death of those men. It 
is admitted that he did sincerely believe in the soundness of his 
ship; but the sincerity of his conviction can in no wise help him, 
because he had no right to believe on such evidence as was before 
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him. He had acquired his belief not by honestly earning it in 
patient investigation, but by stifling his doubts. And although in 
the end he may have felt so sure about it that he could not think 
otherwise, yet inasmuch as he had knowingly and willingly 
worked himself into that frame of mind, he must be held responsi- 
ble for it [p. 178]. 


This is interesting in a number of respects. First, Clifford’s argu- 
ment clearly does not rest on any naively voluntaristic conception 
of belief. He treats belief not as an act which we may or may not 
perform, but as a state which we may or may not induce in 
ourselves indirectly through our performance or nonperformance of 
a variety of other activities: reflection on the evidence already at 
hand, searching for new evidence, focussing our attention on some 
considerations rather than others, etc. Commenting on the case a 
bit further on, he remarks that “it has been judged wrong to believe 
on insufficient evidence, or to nourish belief by suppressing doubts 
and avoiding investigation.‘ It is no accident that this section of 
his essay is entitled ““The Duty of Inquiry.” 

But though the shipowner may in this indirect way be responsi- 
ble for his belief, it is not clear that he is culpable because he has 
that belief acquired in that way. We may want to object that what 
is culpable is not the belief, but acting on a belief which has not 
been fairly examined, in circumstances where the possible conse- 
quences of acting on the belief—and in particular, the possible con- 
sequences for other people—are so momentous. Clifford considers 
an objection like this and allows it some merit, but remarks that “it 
is not possible so to sever belief from the action it suggests as to con- 
demn the one without condemning the other’ (p. 181). 

This, however, is not to the point, as we can show by altering 
the case in various ways to highlight its relevant features. Suppose 
we have another man who holds the same belief in the ship’s 
seaworthiness, arrived at by a similar process of rationalization, 
who nevertheless does not occupy a similar position of responsibili- 
ty for sending it to sea. To give him a motive for the rationalization, 
we can make him a prospective passenger, eager to leave a hostile 
and alien country, but too poor to afford the fares of a more 
reputable line. To insure that his belief affects only himself, let us 
imagine him to bea man with no family, enveloped in no network of 
affections, disabled from communicating his belief and its ‘reasons’ 
to his fellow prospective passengers by some linguistic barrier. 
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What shall we say of him? Surely not that he was “guilty of the 
death of those men.”’ He believed the ship seaworthy. He acted on 
this belief. But in his case acting on the belief was not sending the 
ship to sea, and his belief, however ill-founded, injured no one but 
himself. We might find him pitiable, but hardly culpable. 

Or consider a case more like those that interest James. Let us 
go back to our shipowner, but alter both the situation in which he 
acts and his motives. This time we have as passengers a band not of 
emigrants, but of refugees, fleeing religious persecution. The situa- 
tion is desperate. There is no time for a careful examination of the 
seaworthiness of this ship. Nor does there seem to be time to seek 
another, more obviously sturdy ship in another port. The 
shipowner, sympathetic to their plight, persuades himself, by a 
similar process of stifling his doubts, that his ship will survive the 
voyage. He is captain as well as owner, so in his case sending the 
ship to sea involves going with it. Would it not be a heartless and 
unreasonable man who would hold him culpable either for sending 
the ship to sea or for believing in its seaworthiness on such grounds 
as he had? But if beliefs arrived at by rationalization were always 
wrong, he ought to be blamed for the belief at least. 

What these examples suggest, I think, is that belief ‘‘on insuf- 
ficient evidence”’ has moral significance principally where the belief 
is more or less directly connected with some action fraught with 
potentially serious consequences for others. Where the belief has 
this practical import, what counts as sufficient evidence is very 
much a function of the particular features of the situation. What we 
are concerned with fundamentally is the action. We may excuse an 
action whose consequences were harmful, if we think that it was 
prompted by a sincere belief that those consequences were very un- 
likely or less likely than the equally harmful probable consequences 
of alternative actions. Or we may not, if we think that the grounds 
for belief were not scrutinized with the care required in those cir- 
cumstances. But whether or not we treat the belief as an excuse, our 
concern as moral critics is primarily with the action it suggests. In- 
sofar as we are concerned with the antecedents of the action, we 
want to know whether the belief resulted from a failure to reflect 
and inquire and we want to know what motivated that failure. 

If this line of reasoning were generally applicable then our 
practice of assessing belief in moral terms might be dismissed as in- 
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volving a failure to distinguish just what it is that is culpable in 
situations where we act on our beliefs. But not all appraisal of belief 
is of this sort. Sometimes, for example, we are held to have an 
obligation to believe certain religious doctrines which have no 
direct bearing on our conduct towards others. It is true that dis- 
belief in the doctrines may involve others, if it is propagated in such 
a way as to affect their faith, thereby jeopardizing their salvation. 
But this kind of consideration must here be irrelevant. Their salva- 
tion could not be jeopardized unless moral significance were already 
attached to the state of belief in itself, without regard to its conse- 
quences for others. It is true also that people who have thought 
belief important in this way may not always have treated belief as a 
voluntary human action. Many may have regarded it as a gift of 
God. But if there has been any substantial number of people who 
have not so regarded belief, their view of the matter does require 
some explanation. 

The only explanation which suggests itself to me is this. 
Though belief is not a voluntary action, we must allow that it is 
often connected with activities of reflection and inquiry which are 
or can be voluntary. It is not obvious that the distinction between 
acts we perform and states we produce in ourselves by an action has 
the moral significance it would have in order to justify our dismiss- 
ing the whole subject of the ethics of belief on the ground that belief 
is not a voluntary action. It may be that an indirect influence of the 
will on belief is sufficient, not only to explain, but also to justify, the 
moral appraisal of belief. 

I am not sure that any careful moralist of belief has ever really 
required more than this. Certainly James did not: 


A man cannot believe at will abruptly ... But gradually our will 
can lead us to the same results by a very simple method: we need 
only in cold blood act as if the thing in question were real and it 
will infallibly end by growing into such a connection with our life 
that it will become real. It will become so knit with habit and 
emotion that our interests in it will be those which characterize 
belief .°5 


The mechanism envisaged here for producing belief is a very 
different one from those we have previously mentioned. Acting as if 
we believed, or as James sometimes puts it, ‘‘adopting a believing 
attitude,” is quite a distinct process from inquiry and reflection. It 
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might be argued that it must be supplemented by some reflection at 
least if a genuine belief is to result. But so long as we can produce 
belief in ourselves by our actions, or preserve it by our inactions, 
this seems sufficient to warrant the use of moral language in con- 
nection with belief. 

I conclude, then, that Spinoza’s view of the nature of belief is 
not really an obstacle to the project of developing an ethics of belief. 
But for reasons which should by now be clear, I find it difficult to 
see that there are any absolute principles which can validly govern 
our acquisition and maintenance of our beliefs. 


E. M. CURLEY 
THE AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL UNIVERSITY 
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ple, elsewhere in Rule XII Descartes treats judgment as a faculty of the intellect (AT 
X, 420; HR I, 42; but cf. Rule III, AT, 370; HR I, 8). There is a very thorough, if 
highly speculative discussion of the problems presented by the Regulae in Jean-Paul 
Weber’s, La constitution du texte des Regulae (Paris: Sedes, 1964). We might note 
that there is some disagreement between Descartes’ translators about the rendering 
of AT X, 424, 11.15-18. I have followed LeRoy (Descartes, Oeuvres et Lettres, ed. by 
A. Bridoux [Paris: Gallimard, 1953], p. 85), rather than Haldane and Ross. The 
Haldane and Ross version may be a more natural reading of the Latin, but it is also 
more difficult to reconcile with the opening of Rule II. 


26 See A Grarnmar of Assent (Garden City: Doubleday & Co., Image Books, 1955), 
Chap. 6. There is a helpful discussion of Newman’s claim that there are no degrees of 
assent in Price, Belief, pp. 130-156. Cf. also p. 207. 


27 AT VII, 149, HR Il, 44. Cf. the Discourse on Method, Part III, second maxim. 


28 Cf. AT VII, 215-217, 247-248; HR II, 93-95, 116. In the Second Replies Descartes 
distinguishes between the matter or thing to which we assent and the formal reason 
which moves the will to assent. The matter is obscure, the formal reason possesses a 
clarity and evidence greater than that of any natural light. This ‘formal reason’ is 
said to be a certain internal light, granted to us supernaturally by God. (Cf. the 
letter to Hyperaspistes, AT II], 425-426; Philosophical Letters, p. 113, and the letter 
to Clerselier, January 12, 1646, AT 1X, 208, HR II, 129). I think this latter line of 
thought might have involved him in some difficulties. For example in discussing the 
position of infidels, Descartes implies that the supernatural light of grace can be 
resisted, which is puzzling, since its evidence is supposed to be greater than that of 
the natural light of reason which cannot be resisted. For an admirably balanced dis- 
cussion of the relation between faith and reason in Descartes, see Gibson, Philosophy 
of Descartes, pp. 287-292. 


28 Cf. the letter to Picot, Bridoux, p. 562; HR I, 208. 


30 We may note in passing that in the Regulae, where Descartes does not seem to 
have arrived at the theory of judgment presented in the Meditations, there also does 
not seem to be any sign of the methodic doubt. 


31 Treatise on the Improvement of the Intellect, Section 99, Opera, ed. by C. 
Gebhardt, Vol. II, p. 36; Chief Works, ed. by R. H. M. Elwes (New York: Dover, 
1951), Vol. II, pp. 36-37. 


32 Cf. Spinoza’s earlier, more explicit formulation in the Short Treatise, Part II, 
Chap. 16, Gebhardt, I, 82-83; Spinoza’s Short Treatise on God, Man and his Well- 
being, ed. & trans. by A. Wolf (New York: Russell and Russell, 1963), pp. 106-108. 
Cf. also IIP49S, Gebhardt II, 135, 11.1-12. 


33 Spinoza’s choice of this example may reflect his reading of the First Replies (AT 
Vil, 117-118; HR II, 20), where Descartes says that “If 1 think of a triangle . . . then 
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certainly whatever I see to be contained in the idea of the triangle, e.g. that its three 
angles are equal to two right angles, I shall affirm truly of the triangle.”’ Cf. also the 
Fifth Meditation, AT VII, 64; HR I, 180. 


34 AT VII, 72-73, HR I, 185-186; AT VII, 179-181, HR Il, 66-68. 


35 | did not see that when I discussed this passage in Spinoza’s Metaphysics (Cam- 
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 122, and what follows is intended 
partly as a corrective of what is said there about Descartes’ use of the term “‘idea’”’. 
For further discussion of this very complicated topic, see Kenny, Descartes, Chap. 5, 
and Harry Frankfurt, Demons, Dreamers and Madmen (Indianapolis: Bobbs- 
Merrill, 1970), Chap. 12. 


36 Alan Gewirth, ‘‘Clearness and Distinctness in Descartes,’ in Descartes, a 
Collection of Critical Essays ed. by Willis Doney (London: Macmillan & Co. 1968), 
p. 263. 


37 Cf. Kenny, Descartes, pp. 69-75. 


38 | might just suggest parenthetically that the possibility of analysing complex ex- 
pressions in these two ways may explain Descartes’ apparent inconsistency on the 
question whether a triangle inscribed in a square has a true and immutable essence. 
Cf. AT VII, 117-118; HR II, 20-21; and Kenny, Descartes, p. 154. Again, Spinoza’s 
remark in IIP49S that ‘perceiving’ a winged horse is the same as affirming of a horse 
that it has wings (Gebhardt II, 134; Elwes I, 125) seems plausible only insofar as we 
think of complex expressions as equivalent to nonrestrictive relative clauses. But as 
I hope to show, his argument does not depend on that mistake. 


39 ] take it that for Descartes an image, strictly speaking, is a purely physical enti- 
ty in the brain and that the phantasy or imagination is a part of the brain. This im- 
age may or may not be connected with external physical objects via the sense organs. 
Where it is so connected, we would probably find it more natural to speak of the ac- 
companying idea as a sensory rather than an imaginative one, but Descartes, in this 
period at least, seems to have in mind both sorts when he speaks of ideas pertaining 
to the imagination. Cf. AT VII, 181; HR II, 67-68, AT X, 414-416; HRI, 38-39; AT 
VII, 160-161; HR II, 52. 


40 As Kenny argues, Descartes’ use of “idea” is very varied: ‘“When Descartes an- 
nounces the presence of an idea... . he may be intending to signal anything from a 
remote capacity to a particular actual experience. Sometimes he speaks of ideas in 
general in terms appropriate to the description of capacities, as when he connects 
them with the ability to use words. At other times he speaks of them in terms ap- 
propriate to episodes, as when he says that ideas are ‘operations of the in- 
tellect’. . . at other times it is not so much an act of the mind as the object or con- 
tent of such act”’ (Descartes, pp. 98-99). It is the second and third uses which I have 
been concentrating on, and which are, I believe, the uses most relevant to Descartes’ 
theory of judgment. 


41 Tt is no wonder then that shortly after saying this about ideas in the Third 
Meditation, Descartes has to introduce his doctrine that ideas can be said to be 
‘materially true or false’. AT VII, 43-44, 232-235; HRI, 164, I, 105-107. See also Ken- 
ny, Descartes, pp. 118-121, and Frankfurt, Demons, Dreamers and Madmen, pp. 
128-131. 
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42 This appeal to experience is particularly prominent in the Fifth Replies, AT VII, 
376-378, HR Il, 224-225. 


43 See, e.g., Walter Bagehot, “On the Emotion of Conviction,” in his Literary 
Studies (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1891), Vol. IJ, and William James, The 
Principles of Psychology (New York: Dover, 1950), Vol. II, Chap. 21. 


44 So I agree with Bernard Williams when he says (in “Deciding to Believe,” in 
Language, Belief and Metaphysics) that “it is not a contingent fact that I cannot 
bring it about, just like that, that I believe something, as it is a contingent fact that I 
cannot bring it about, just like that, that I’m blushing” (pp. 107-108). 


45 See, for example, AT VII, 162, 171-172, 348-350 (HR II, 54, 60-61, 205-206). The 
need for reasonable grounds of doubt has been emphasized recently by Frankfurt, 
but he appears to be more sympathetic than I would be to the voluntaristic analysis 
of judgment in the Fourth Meditation. See Demons, Dreamers and Madmen, Chaps. 
2 and 15 particularly. 


46 Gebhardt II, 132; Elwes II, 122. But Elwes seems to have been nodding when he 
translated this passage. 


47 Peter Geach, Mental Acts (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1957). See par- 
ticularly Chaps. 17-23. Cf. Plato’s Sophist, 263e. 


48 Cf, Frankfurt: “‘A proposition is clearly perceived when the perceiver recognizes 
that his evidential basis for it excludes all reasonable grounds for doubting it” 
(Demons, Dreamers and Madmen, p. 137). This cannot be the whole story about 
clarity and distinctness, since there are propositions which are known not by in- 
ference from other propositions, but per se (as Frankfurt, of course, recognizes). Of 
them we might say that clear perception consists in an awareness, resulting from 
careful consideration of the proposition itself, that there are no reasonable grounds 
for doubting it. Frankfurt seems to hold something like this (pp. 134-135) and 
Malebranche also appears to have understood Descartes in this way. See De la 
recherche de la verité, I, 2, 2. If we interpret clarity and distinctness along these lines 
and accept the thesis of this paper about the nature of belief, then there is no puzzle 
as to why Descartes should think that in cases of clear and distinct perception, the 
intellect necessarily determines the will. Cf. Willis Doney, ‘Descartes’ Conception of 
Perfect Knowledge,” Journal of the History of Philosophy, 8 (1970), pp. 399-400. 


49 See particularly IV, 20, 15. I realize that I have also cited Locke as someone who 
agrees with Spinoza, on the strength of this remark in the Letter Concerning 
Toleration: “To believe this or that to be true does not depend on our will.” But on 
this topic inconsistency seems to be the rule rather than the exception. Hume 
provides another example, as Price has pointed out, Belief. Price himself seems to 
have modified his position considerably between his earlier article on “Belief and 
Will” (Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supp. 28 [1954], reprinted in 
Philosophy of Mind, ed. by Stuart Hampshire [New York: Harper and Row, 1966] 
and in Belief). 


50 Cf. R. M. Chisholm, ‘“‘Lewis’ Ethics of Belief’ in The Philosophy of C. I. Lewis, 
ed. by P. A. Schilpp (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court Publishing Co., 1968), pp. 223-227. I 
paraphrase Chisholm rather freely here. 
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51 See Stuart Hampshire, Thought and Action (London: Chatto and Windus, 
1959), pp. 155-160. Hampshire, however, rejects the conception of belief as a volun- 
tary action: “If 1 was told that I could satisfy my desire to believe by turning my 
attention away from the contrary evidence, I would not call my ensuing state, 
brought into existence by these means, belief. It seems that I cannot present my own 
belief in something as an achievement because, by so presenting it, I would dis- 
qualify it as belief’ (Cf. Williams, “Deciding to Believe,” in Language, Belief and 
Metaphysics, p. 108). I suspect that someone who thinks belief is a voluntary action 
might regard this as question-begging. He might also say the same about some of my 
claims. The charge of begging the question is easier to make than to sustain, but I 
think it’s fair to say that remarks like Hampshire’s display, rather than justify, our 
intuitions. 


52 Collected Essays, Vol. V, p. 310. 
53 Essay, IV, 19, Secs. 8 and 1 respectively. (Italics mine.) 


54 Lectures and Essays, p. 182. Perhaps it would be more charitable to Locke to in- 
terpret him in this way too, as Leibniz seems to have done. Cf. the Nouveaux Essais, 
IV, 20, 16. 


55 Principles of Psychology, Vol. Il, p. 321. 


Warren Kessler 


A Note on Spinoza’s 
Concept of Attribute 


One of the central issues of Spinoza scholarship focuses on the 
status of the attributes. The issue has divided scholars into two 
groups, which I shall call the objectivists and the subjectivists. Ob- 
jectivists maintain that the attributes in fact constitute the essence 
of Substance and that our ideas of these attributes comprise an 
adequate knowledge of that essence. Subjectivists hold that the at- 
tributes are merely inventions of the human intellect which we 
ascribe to Substance as if they constitute its essence, although our 
ideas of the attributes do not conform to the actual nature of 
Substance. The issue is quite complex, and the long history of its 
discussion has seen the development of a host of arguments for each 
side. It is not my purpose here to review the entire debate, in part 
because such a review would be beyond the scope of an article and 
in part because a very insightful sketch of the most basic arguments 
has already been produced. Professor Haserot has provided us with 
a battery of forceful reasons for preferring the objectivist inter- 
pretation.! In this note I shall merely discuss two heretofore unmen- 
tioned arguments from the Short Treatise which corroborate the 
evidence assembled by the objectivists and which seem to con- 
stitute decisive evidence against the subjectivist interpretation. 

The issue arises because of several ambiguities in the definition 
of ‘attribute’ in the Ethics:? ‘By attribute, I understand that which 
the intellect perceives of substance as (as if) constituting its es- 
sence. (Per attributum intelligo id, quod intellectus de substantia 
percipit, tanquam ejusdem essentiam constituens.)”’ (E, I, Def. 4) 
The central ambiguity arises from the meaning of the Latin word 
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‘tanquam’, which may be translated as either ‘as’ or ‘as if, 
suggesting the objectivist and subjectivist views respectively. I shall 
focus on that phrase in the definition which indicates that the at- 
tributes are “that which the intellect perceives of substance.” (My 
italics.) Professor Wolfson, a subjectivist, asserts: “If the expression 
‘which the intellect perceives’ is laid stress upon, it would seem that 
the attributes are only in intellectu. Attributes would thus be only a 
subjective mode of thinking expressing a relation to a perceiving 
subject and having no real existence in the essence.’’* He adds that, 
in Spinoza’s context, ‘‘to be perceived by the mind means to be in- 
vented by the mind....”4 The arguments in the Short Treatise 
reveal, however, that the idea of the attributes cannot be an inven- 
tion of the intellect and that the perception of the attributes must 
have as its source the objective status of the attributes themselves. 

The thrust of these arguments is suggested in a distinction 
drawn by Spinoza in the Ethics. In his explanation of the definition 
of an ‘idea’, Spinoza carefully distinguishes between conceptions 
and perceptions: 


I say conception rather than perception because the name percep- 
tion seems to indicate that the mind is passive in relation to its 
object. But conception seems to express the action of the mind. 
(E, II, Def. 3) 


This explanation recognizes a connotation of passivity implicit in 
the term ‘perception’. If we take Spinoza’s definitions seriously, we 
must assume that he chose the term ‘percipit’ carefully in defining 
‘attributum’ and that he had in mind the distinction he would 
make in Part II of the Ethics. The plausibility of such an assump- 
tion is strongly reinforced by the arguments in the Short Treatise. 

The first argument purports to show that neither the existence 
nor the essence of anything depends upon us. Here Spinoza con- 
siders three kinds of ideas of things: ideas of impossible things, 
ideas of things which may or may not exist, and the idea of a 
necessary being. He notes that impossible things have essences con- 
sisting of incompatible traits; hence, both their existence and es- 
sence are impossible. Things which may or may not exist have eter- 
nal essences; and Spinoza infers, for reasons which are not wholly 
clear, that the ideas of such things must “‘have outside me a subjec- 
tum.’’> Both the existence and essence of the necessary being are, of 
course, necessary. Thus, Spinoza concludes: 
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I therefore see now that the truth, essence, or existence of 
anything never depends on me: for as was shown with reference to 
the second kind of ideas, they are what they are independently of 
me, whether as regards their essence alone, or as regards both es- 
sence and existence. I find this to be true also, indeed much more 
so, of this third unique idea: not only does it not depend on me, 
but on the contrary, he alone must be the subjectum of that 
which I affirm of him. Consequently, if he did not exist, I should 
not be able to assert anything at all about him; although this can 
be done in the case of other things, even when they do not exist.® 


Spinoza adds a virtually explicit rejection of the subjectivist inter- 
pretation: “From what has been said so far it is clearly manifest 
that the idea of infinite attributes in the perfect being is no fic- 
tion....”? The relevant point here is that all essences, like all 
things, are either necessary or impossible, according to Spinoza.® 
What the essence of a thing is is therefore independent of us. 
Specifically, the essence of Substance, which Spinoza identifies 
here with the infinite attributes, is independent of us, because 
Substance is a necessary being. 

But Spinoza does not rest on the assertion that Substance is a _ 
necessary being to justify his view that the essence of Substance is 
independent of us. Spinoza asks where we get the idea of infinitely ~ 
many perfect attributes in Substance: 


And whence comes this idea of perfection? This something cannot 
be the outcome of these two [attributes]:° for two can only yield 
two, and not an infinity. Whence then? From myself, never; else I 
must be able to give what I did not possess. Whence, then, but 
from the infinite attributes themselves which tell us that they 
are, without however telling us, at the same time, what they are: 
for only of two do we know what they are.'° 


Here Spinoza accounts for the fact that we cannot invent the idea of 
an infinite multiplicity of attributes, because we do not possess 
within us a basis for forming such an idea. The idea of an infinite 
multiplicity of attributes must therefore have a cause or foundation 
in reality outside the intellect, namely, the infinite attributes 
themselves. This argument was not originated by Spinoza. _ 
however. It is virtually certain that he borrowed the idea from 
Descartes, who uses a comparable argument to prove that God 
must be the cause of our idea of Him.!! 

It would be rash to suppose that the recognition of these two 
arguments will or should be the last word in the subjectivist- 
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objectivist controversy. Objectivists are obliged, for example, to 
respond to the subjectivist charge that an objective multiplicity of 
attributes would be inconsistent with the simplicity of Substance, 
and they must draw out the implications of their interpretation for 
other Spinozistic doctrines. But it is fair to say that Spinoza’s use of 
these arguments and his explicit acknowledgement of the passivity 
of perception establish a strong presumption in favor of the objec- 
tivist account. It would certainly seem from these passages that 
Spinoza is committed to the objective status of the attributes 
whether or not this commitment is consistent with his other views. 


WARREN KESSLER 


FRESNO STATE COLLEGE 
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Lee C. Rice 


Spinoza on Individuation 


Introductory Note 


In this paper I wish to examine in detail the arguments which 
Spinoza uses in a very brief section of the Ethics,! the lemmas 
following Proposition 13 of Part II. My aim in this analysis will be 
twofold: (1) to attempt a preliminary sketch of the nature of a 
physical system in Spinoza’s view, and (2) to clarify what Spinoza 
means by speaking of certain items as “individuals.” At least a par- 
tial fulfillment of the first aim is a necessary condition for the sec- 
ond, since most of what Spinoza has to say about individuation in 
the Ethics and elsewhere is expressed in terms of individual bodies. 
His own solution (or dissolution) of the mind-body problem entails 
that there will be correlative statements true at the ideational level; 
but, unfortunately, he usually leaves such correlations to his reader. 
I use the term “‘ideational’’ (and its cognates) herein in preference 
to “mental” to avoid any dualistic connotation. Ideational and ex- 
tensional levels for Spinoza refer to a dualism of denoting complex- 
es, but not to a dualism of objects denoted by these. 

The second and principal aim has been expressed, like the title 
of this paper, in a way which consciously avoids initial discussion of 
the “problem of personal identity.”’ This latter problem, indeed, 
does not seem to have presented itself with the urgency which it had 
for the British empiricists. This is not to claim that some solution to 
it is not implicit in Spinoza’s own analysis; for, without a positive 
solution, the entire aim of the Ethics would be placed in check. For 
the achievement of human blessedness, which the Ethics purports 
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to describe, knowledge of one’s own nature and place in the universe 
are necessary: Miss Saw’s claim in a recent article? that Spinoza 
must assume the unity of the human individual without question is 
to that extent justified. Her further claim that his own principles 
make this assumption not only unjustified but unjustifiable is one 
of an entire family of criticisms levelled at Spinoza’s methodology 
from a common standpoint. These criticisms, I shall hope to show, 
result from a serious misinterpretation of Spinoza’s claims as well 
as his general methodology; and, to this extent, the present paper 
will be somewhat polemical in tone. 

Couching the problem of individuation in terms of that of per- 
sonal identity, as Hume does in the famous Sixth Section of Part IV 
of Book I of the Treatise, also seems to me philosophically perverse: 
at the very least it carries commitments which should undergo prior 
analysis. What it suggests is that the problem lies in what con- 
stitutes the nature of a person, rather than in what constitutes the 
identity of something which (perhaps only incidentally) happens to 
be a person. Hume seems to be aware of this himself when he moves 
the problem to that of the identity of the church which is rebuilt 
from wholly different materials. Sameness of churches and 
sameness of persons may not, of course, be examples of the same 
kind of sameness; but, pending any linguistic distinction between 
the two examples, the philosopher has no right to assume that the 
examples are in fact diverse. Historically, it is easy to see why the 
problem of personal identity does arise in this form: it results from 
an attempt to preserve the Cartesian methodology in its essential 
structure, having once repudiated the substance of Descartes’ 
claims about the nature of the “mental.” 

Rather than to force the problem in its now-classical form onto 
Spinoza, therefore, I shall follow the order of his own exposition on 
the nature of individuation. Given his solution to this problem, I 
think that it can be shown that he does have something to say about 
personal identity by way of corollary. Further, what does emerge 
appears to me as a quite reasonable solution to the problem, and 
one which is perhaps not very far afield from the general intent of 
Hume’s answer, at least as Hume is interpreted by one of his own 
commentators.’ In an earlier article, I have attempted to show that, 
at the epistemological level, the two philosophers are not so far 
apart as first appearances would lead one to believe.‘ 
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I. Individuation and Bodies 


Part II of the Ethics concerns itself with the nature of the 
human mind; and, more specifically, with the nature of the union of 
mind and body as Spinoza conceives this in opposition to 
Descartes. The intent of Spinoza’s exposition, however, is not a 
wholly polemical one, since it is the nature of this unity which will 
enable him to move, in Part III, to his general analysis of emotions 
(or affections). Following E2P13, however, Spinoza introduces a 
series of seven lemmas and five axioms on the nature of bodies. His 
justification for that is that no one will be able to understand the 
nature of the mind in its unity with the body (Mentem humanam 
unitam esse Corpori) unless he first have adequate knowledge of the 
nature of the body itself (nist prius nostri Corporis naturam adae- 
quate cognoscat).®5 The Ethics does not claim to be a treatise on 
either psychology or physics, and Spinoza treats problems arising in 
connexion with these sciences only insofar as their resolution is a 
necessary prerequisite to his analysis of morality; so we should not 
expect to find a complete treatment of even those problems which 
are raised here. Nor can we, unfortunately, expect to find a 
systematic treatment of the nature of physical systems in general 
anywhere in Spinoza’s writings; since he informs Von Tschirnhaus 
in 1676 that he has still at that late date been unable to put his 
thoughts about matter in proper order.® The term “‘adequate” here 
can only refer to the adequacy of the lemmas with respect to the 
moral speculation which follows in the Ethics. This is, of course, not 
the technical sense in which Spinoza customarily employs the term 
“adequate’’; but there are a good number of examples of his re- 
turning to the ordinary usage of a term in the Ethics even after he 
has given the term a precise meaning by explicit definition. 

The section under consideration may be conveniently regarded 
as falling into three subdivisions. The first and second axioms, 
together with the intervening first three lemmas, are concerned 
with the simplest bodies (corpora simplicissima). The following 
definition, third axiom, and fifth through seventh lemmas deal with 
bodies composed of similar parts. With the scholium to the seventh 
lemma and through the six postulates which follow it Spinoza deals 
with composite bodies consisting of dissimilar parts. 

The first axiom states that every body is either at motion or at 
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rest,’ and the second that each body is moved at times more slowly 
and at other times more quickly.’ Joachim has reckoned the first as 
a continuance of the Aristotelian distinction between kinesis and 
heremia,® but he is clearly in error here. For Aristotle rest (heremia) 
is merely the absence of motion which occurs when a body reaches 
its natural place. Wolfson is correct in noting that Spinoza here 
follows Descartes in making motion the contrary, rather than the 
contradictory, of rest.!° This does not entail that for Spinoza there 
is some neutral or third state between motion and rest; though such 
a claim would entail this for Aristotle. For Spinoza motion and rest 
are equally acts (or forms), and their union is exhaustive of all cor- 
poreal action. A body neither moving nor at rest would be per- 
forming no act; and, since action and existence are coextensive for 
Spinoza,!! such a body could not exist. It seems natural to follow 
Hampshire’s suggestion!’ to translate the now unfamiliar phrase 
‘“‘motion-and-rest”’ as ‘‘energy.”’ Then Spinoza’s physics rests upon 
two principal claims: (1) that the extended world is a mechanical 
system whose total quantum of energy is a constant, and (2) that all 
changes among the bodies of the system can be adequately 
represented solely as transmissions of energy within the system. 

This interpretation of the first axiom makes it analytic, and 
this is as one would expect; since Spinoza tells us a few lines later! 
that it is self-evident (per se notam) that bodies are distinguished 
one from another by their motion and rest—i.e., by the total quan- 
tum of energy which they contain. The second axiom, however, is 
not analytic in any interesting sense: the temporal specifications 
(“.. .am...am...”) clearly indicate that what is given here is an 
empirical (though all-pervasive) truth. From this it clearly follows 
that Spinozistic physics was not to have been the purely a priori 
enterprise that some of the commentators have made it out to be. 
This consideration also permits us to absolve Spinoza from a dilem- 
ma urged upon him by Miss Saw." In dealing with the second ax- 
iom at the beginning of E2, ‘‘Man thinks,” she urges that, if the ax- 
iom is analytic then it is not legitimately introduced at this point 
(since Spinoza has not defined “‘man’’), and if it is empirical then 
“”. .we are engaged in quite a different enterprise from the one in- 
itially presented to us.’’!5 Like the second axiom considered above, 
the axiom “‘Man thinks’”’ is empirical for Spinoza; but this, far from 
vitiating Spinoza’s enterprise, merely indicates that Miss Saw has 
misrepresented it from the outset. 
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The first two lemmas deal with the distinction and agreement 
among bodies: they are distinguished one from another by virtue of 
motion and rest (ratione motus et quietis: by their respective quan- 
ta of energy), and they agree in that all “involve the concept of one 
and the same attribute” (. . .unius ejusdem attributi conceptum in- 
volvunt). Motion and rest are univocal terms for Spinoza, and thus 
their differentiation across different bodies is a quantitative one, 
not a qualitative (or analogous) one. 

In the third lemma Spinoza takes up the causal laws of motion, 
and attempts to explicate these in terms of series of moved movers; 
but, in direct opposition to Aristotle, he concludes that such a series 
must proceed to infinity. It is easy to see why such a series cannot 
terminate, as it did for Aristotle, with an unmoved mover. Spinoza 
limits the causality of God in a given attribute to a causality imma- 
nent to that attribute; and, in the context of this lemma, this 
amounts to the claim that the cause of motion and rest must be ex- 
pressible within the attribute of extension.!® Spinoza’s language 
does not make his point clear, however; since he speaks in the lem- 
ma of one body which has been determined (determinatum fuit) by 
another, and thus to infinity. If the series is extended to infinity 
through time rather than simultaneously, then there would be no 
substantial disagreement here with Aristotle. Such an interpreta- 
tion would not be consistent with Spinoza’s request in the scholium 
to the seventh lemma, with which we are shortly to deal, that we 
conceive of an infinite number of bodies constituting the whole of 
nature as one individual: for, on the temporal reading of the third 
lemma, no such infinite collection would ever be present at a given 
time. I conclude, then, that the infinite series of moved movers 
which Spinoza employs to account for motion is cotemporaneous. 
Spinoza thus asks us to conceive of an actually infinite collection of 
bodies; and, though I see no difficulty in this, I am aware that 
philosophers have been wont to raise a host of objections to it. The 
objections of which I am aware are usually slogans, and of these the 
greater number (e.g., “a sum is greater than any of its parts’’) are 
false in any event; so I shall assume that, at the very least, Spinoza 
is not talking nonsense here. 

The third lemma asserts that a moved body continues to move 
until it is determined to rest by another body, and continues at rest 
until it is determined by another body. Wolfson rightly notes that 
this is what was later to become Newton’s First Law of Motion, 
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which had in fact been anticipated by Descartes in the Principia 
Philosophiae (II, 37).17 Even in Spinoza’s exposition of Descartes 
the substance, if not the wording, of the law is the same;'® but there 
is a serious difference which escapes Wolfson. In PPC as in 
Descartes, the proof of the law follows from a consideration of God 
as principal cause of motion (i.e., as a mover outside the res exten- 
sa); whereas, in the proof of the lemma in E2, proof of the law 
follows from a consideration of motion and rest within extended 
substance. The ground here has clearly shifted from Cartesian 
dualism to Spinozistic monism. It is upon this new and 
revolutionary ground that Spinoza erects his theory of individua- 
tion. 


II. Stmple and Complex Bodies 


At the termination of the second axiom following Lemma 3, 
Spinoza explains that he has been dealing up to this point only with 
the most simple bodies, and that attention is now to be given to 
composite bodies. The problem of the nature of the corpora 
simplicissima is perennial among the commentators. Hicks takes 
an atomistic interpretation, likening them to Leibnizian monads;'9 
and such an interpretation is not uncommon. The central difficulty 
with this reading is that Spinoza explicitly denies the existence of 
atoms. Since the nature of corporeal substance for him consists 
wholly in extension, and since extension is divisible (though never 
divided in any ontological sense), there can be no units which are 
indivisible: this is the substance of the argument given by Spinoza 
in PPC.2° One may object to this that PPC does not represent 
Spinoza’s position, but rather Descartes’; but there is ample 
evidence of the solidarity of the two philosophers on this point. The 
objections which Spinoza raises against the conclusions drawn by 
Boyle in his experiments with nitre hinges on just this issue. Boyle 
accounted for the differences between nitre and its distillate in 
terms of a separation of two distinct kinds of particles in the latter. 
Spinoza answers, through Oldenburg, that such differences may be 
accounted for by postulating that the particles in the distillate are 
merely more volatile: note that his explanation is made in terms of 
motion and rest within an otherwise homogeneous body.*! But he 
also assumes the existence of pores in the particles of nitre,?* in 
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order to account for their combination in a less volatile compound; 
and he remarks that Descartes does not speak of such particles as 
being visible.?3 The existence of pores within invisible particles does 
not augur well for an atomistic interpretation, at least not if the 
basic “‘atoms’’ are supposed to be simple and indivisible. Boyle 
retorts to this that the existence of the pores and the very subtle 
matter is without proof, and that he wishes to limit himself to what 
is visible.24 Boyle seems to think that Spinoza is assuming the ex- 
istence of atoms to justify his own interpretation of the ex- 
periments. This is, if I am right, not the case, but Spinoza reads 
Boyle as making the same point: he answers that the existence of a 
vacuum is not possible, his assumption here being that atoms are 
not possible without a vacuum.”5 The proof which he gives for this 
assertion is that nothing has no properties, which is the same proof 
offered in PPC2P3. I conclude, therefore, that Spinoza follows 
Descartes in rejecting atomism. 

What then are the corpora simplicissima if not atoms? It seems 
to me that Spinoza merely intends this term to refer to bodies with 
a sufficiently small quantity of motion and rest to be dis- 
tinguishable from composite bodies. This means that the corpora 
simplicissima are quite divisible, and it also makes the distinction 
between complex and simple bodies one which is relative to the pur- 
poses at hand: what counts as a simple body might not so count in 
every conceivable situation. If this sounds as though I am fashion- 
ing Spinoza in a pragmatic image, we should recall his own in- 
sistence that order (ordo) is a product of imagination in the first 
place;2° and simplicity is certainly an ordering relation. 

In a most thorough and penetrating analysis of Spinoza’s con- 
cept of a physical system, Alexandre Matheron concludes that the 
corpora simplicissima are those individuals which are defined solely 
through their external relationships (“des individus qui se définis- 
sent entiérement par leur rapport externe a autrui’’):2’ they are 
thus “pure events” (‘“‘événements purs’’),?8 whose entire activity 
and essence is limited to their inertial force.2? This need not con- 
tradict my own reading of Spinoza, provided that “‘pure event”’ and 
“external relationship’? be taken as somewhat metaphorical, and 
not in some Whiteheadian sense which characterizes, so to speak, a 
being with an inside and no outside (or vice versa). I have already 
noted that for Spinoza agency and being are synonymous terms, so 
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that pure passivity amounts to nonexistence. Inertial force, in brief, 
is real force; and a being which possesses it is quite active in its own 
order. 

With the definition following the two axioms after Lemma 3, 
Spinoza takes up the problem of composite bodies. From what has 
been said, it is clear that any given number of simple bodies which 
are brought together are so united through the motion of other ex- 
ternal bodies. It is also the case that, disregarding the external 
forces operative in this union, the bodies united will interact among 
themselves. If this interaction is such that it results in a fixed and 
determinate relation among the simpler bodies, then the resultant 
complex is an individual; and it is this fixed relation of motion and 
rest (or interchange of energy) among its parts which individuates 
it.°° It is the relation among its parts, and not the parts themselves, 
upon which Spinoza fixes in order to characterize an individual. I 
can Clarify this point by pointing out a corollary which we shall pur- 
sue later: an individual may be counted as ‘‘the same individual” if 
the relations among its diverse parts are constant, even if no one of 
those parts is “the same part’’ in any relevant sense. 

Spinoza next turns to the problem of change as it effects in- 
dividuating relations. There may be a continual separation and 
replacement of parts within a complex structure such as the human 
body. Should some of the parts then be lost, individuation remains 
constant (i.e., we have the “same individual” as before) provided 
that their interactive effect within the whole is supplied from 
another source.3! The new source cited by Spinoza is, as one would 
expect, a new part; but, even if no new part were added to the 
whole, provided that the interaction among the remaining parts 
was modified in certain specifiable ways, individuation would still 
remain constant. The fifth lemma concludes that, whether the 
parts are increased in number or diminished, constancy of the 
relationship still remains possible. Note that the only way in which 
such a preservation of these relations can take place, given that the 
quantity of the related members varies through time, is that their 
relationships are purely quantitative. Individuation is thus ac- 
complished solely through the constant presence of a fixed quan- 
tum of motion and rest. 

The remaining lemmas take up the problem of an alteration of 
motion and rest when the parts themselves remain constant within 
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the individual. This provides little additional explanation; since, if 
the change of motion among the constituent bodies is a change in 
direction, there will in fact be no change whatever in the relations 
among the parts considered in themselves. Spinoza remarks that 
this is self-evident:*? what he fails to note is that its self-evidence 
depends on his own assumption that direction is a wholly conven- 
tional determinant of bodies. The same remark should apply to any 
change of direction of the entire composite body in a given spatial 
framework; since, if each part of the individual retains its fixed 
relation to other parts, again the individuation remains constant by 
definition. This seems to be what Spinoza intends.*° 

The upshot of all of this is that the greater complexity of 
organization on the part of a given individual implies the greater 
ability to undergo change without loss of identity. Here Spinoza 
makes an important generalization, which is worth citing in its en- 
tirety: 

So far we have considered an individual composed only of 
bodies distinguised one from another with respect to motion and 
rest, speed and slowness, that is, bodies of simplest nature. If, 
however, we should now consider another individual composed of 
several individuals of different natures, we shall find that the 


number of ways in which it can be affected, without loss of its 
nature, will be greatly increased. (E2, Lemma 8, Scholium) 


Talk about individuals ‘‘of different natures’ can be misleading, 
since Spinoza has already insisted that all differences among bodies 
reduce to differences in their motion and rest; but it is not difficult 
to see what he has in mind. The composites which we have con- 
sidered until now have been composed of bodies which, from our 
point of view, are relatively simple. If, however, these composite 
bodies become united into a still greater composite, we have, in ad- 
dition to the simple bodies, two layers of superimposed relations, if 
I may be permitted this analogy. The resultant individual is deter- 
mined or individuated by a constant relation among its parts, each 
of which is in turn individuated by other fixed and internal 
relations among its own proper parts (in this case, the simple 
bodies). We can construct still higher orders of individuals, and the 
higher we ascend, the more determined are the constant relations 
among the proper parts by internal relations among parts of parts: 
the higher the composite, the more is it immune to loss of identity 
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through external forces. If we carry this construction of series of in- 
dividuals out to infinity, we reach the facies totius universi, which 
changes in an infinite number of ways without loss of its identity.*4 
This is to raise several new problems which are best avoided here; 
since our goal is a more proximate individual in the hierarchy—the 
human body. 

It is important to emphasize this notion of orders of individua- 
tion corresponding to orders of composition. Every individual is 
part of an individual of still higher complexity; but it does not 
thereby sacrifice its own status as an individual, since its very in- 
clusion in the larger whole presupposes the continuation of those 
very internal relations which determine its own individuation. To 
neglect this fact is to leave no room for finite individuals in 
Spinoza’s system, and such a reading renders the whole aim of the 
Ethics incomprehensible as a system of moral philosophy. Yet, as 
we shall see, it is just this neglect which is at the heart of many 
earlier, and not a few contemporary criticisms of Spinoza. 


Ill. An Analogy and its Lessons 


The Ethics, as has been noted, presents Spinoza’s remarks on 
the nature of individuation almost as an aside. Spinoza makes no 
attempt to integrate the axioms and lemmas presented after E2P13 
into the general context of his discussion of mind, beyond saying 
that, in order to understand the nature of the human mind, some 
knowledge of the nature of the body is necessary. It will have 
become obvious to the reader that I have been scrupulously 
avoiding talk about personal identity or individuation at the level of 
consciousness. Spinoza would call this problem, I suppose, that of 
“mental individuation.” Were I to approach it in a direct manner 
here, I should have to first take a firm stand on how Spinoza’s 
mind-body “parallelism” is to be interpreted; and, for reasons of 
space, I shall avoid taking any such stand. It does seem to me what 
Spinoza has to say about individuation of bodies makes reasonable 
sense on its own ground, without recourse to the mind-body 
problem; though I shall have a few remarks to make about con- 
sciousness in closing. 

What is wanted is a more concrete presentation of the status of 
the individual than Spinoza has given in the Ethics; and, though 
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the Ethics has little more to offer here than what we have already 
examined, Spinoza does provide Oldenburg with just such an ex- 
ample. Oldenburg has requested some explanation of the relations 
holding among the various parts in nature, and Spinoza asks him to 
consider a small worm living in the blood. The worm is endowed 
with sight sufficient to discern the particles in the blood, as well as 
reason sufficient to understand the nature of the interactions which 
take place among these particles. Such a worm would live in the 
blood in much the same manner as man inhabits the universe, and 
so would regard each particle as a whole rather than as a part (et 
unamquamque sanguinis particulam ut totum, non vero ut partem 
consideraret).5> His knowledge of the laws governing the interac- 
tions would not enable him to see in what manner these laws were 
consequences of still more general laws governing the nature of the 
blood. Similarly, we might consider the blood in isolation from all 
other individuals, and thus viewed as a whole. Spinoza draws two 
immediate consequences from his example. First, if we consider the 
entire universe, there is preserved in it the same quantity of energy 
(motion and rest) throughout. Secondly, since the nature of the 
universe cannot be limited or determined from without, by other 
bodies external to it, as is the blood, it follows that the parts of the 
universe are solely determined by the nature of the whole; and, 
while these parts can continually undergo changes in their respec- 
tive levels of energy, the universe can undergo no such change.*® 
The consequences are those familiar already from the Ethics: it 
is the example itself which is of immediate interest. Note that 
Spinoza’s point is not that the worm errs in viewing the particles as 
individuals: the error lies rather in accounting for their individua- 
tion (which is given) in terms of isolation from the whole: the in- 
dividuals are not substances in the traditional meaning of that 
term, nor do they possess some species of Cartesian inseity. To be 
an individual is to be a center of action connected in various ways 
with a network of other individuals. It would be frivolous to claim 
that this causal connexion with others in a larger whole erases or ab- 
sorbs individuals; since, on Spinoza’s own example, being an in- 
dividual in one’s own right is a necessary condition for being so con- 
nected. A second point to note is that Spinoza’s example commits 
him to two rather different kinds of determination or causal se- 
quence. First, the individual particles which make up the blood are 
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all determined in their actions by other particles—we can say by 
other individuals of the same order, for want of a distinct term from 
Spinoza. Secondly, however, Spinoza speaks of the particles being 
determined to act by the “‘universal nature of the blood” (“ab un- 
iversali natura sanguinis moderantur’’).°’ There are thus two orders 
of causal talk in Spinoza. The first we might call “parallel causal 
determination”: it is expressed by a set of nomological statements 
governing the causal interactions among a set of given objects (par- 
ticles of the blood in this case). The second, which we can call 
“‘perpendicular,” is expressed by a set of statements about the 
nature of a given whole; and Spinoza seems to view propositions 
about the nature of the individuals which make up the whole as 
deductive consequences of this set. 

We need not enter into the specific consequences, in his inter- 
pretation of scientific methodology, which the claim that there are 
two distinct kinds of causal statement produces. What must be 
noted, however, is that the nature of individuation presented in the 
Ethics functions entirely at the parallel level. This is the point of 
the postulates which follow the corollary to the seventh lemma, 
which are concerned with the nature of the human body as an in- 
dividual. The fourth of these asserts that the human body is con- 
tinually determined and regenerated by a multitude of external 
bodies.*® The claim then is not that the individuals are wholly con- 
stituted to be what they are by their position in a larger whole. 
Spinoza is not thinking of the infinite whole which is nature when 
he talks about what preserves an individual; and, if the indication 
in the Ethics does not make this point sufficiently clear, Spinoza 
reminds Oldenburg that the human body is held together as an in- 
dividual by the sole weight (we should say “‘pressure’’) of air.*9 In 
brief, I am an individual, and I preserve my individual identity, 
because I maintain a fixed relation with other individuals of the 
same relative complexity as me. This fixed relation is, of course, a 
causal one; and in fact causal relations are the only real relations for 
Spinoza in the last analysis. 

I should not wish to claim that the theory as it stands is a 
perfectly clear one. The notion of a fixed relation requires far more 
clarification than Spinoza is willing to offer, to mention just one 
questionable point. Several criticisms and interpretations of the 
theory, however, fall quite wide of the mark. Consider, for instance, 
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Rivaud’s assertion that the essence of individual things is made up 
entirely of the conditions in which they exist.4? Rivaud is by no 
means an unsympathetic commentator of Spinoza, but he is surely 
overemphasizing the passive side of causal interaction here. It is 
certainly true, to return to Spinoza’s example, that any given parti- 
cle of blood is in causal interaction with other particles and is 
moved by these; but passivity is only part of the story—that same 
particle is also in the same active relation to other particles as they 
are to it. Part of what makes me the individual man that I am, and 
part of what preserves this identity, is the fact that I am affected in 
a diversity of ways by other individuals; but part of what con- 
stitutes the nature of those individuals is that they are similarly 
affected by me. 

Joachim provided perhaps the least ambiguous statement of 
the claim that there is no room for individuals in Spinozism 
because there is but one substance. Individuals, or modes, are thus 
absorbed; and to speak of an individual is to speak from a radically 
subjective viewpoint. 


A single “extended” thing—a particular body, e.g.,—is finite 
and dependent; a fragment torn from its context, in which alone 
it has being and significance. Neither in its existence nor in its 
nature has it any independence. It owes its existence to an in- 
definite chain of causes. . .4! 


One gathers that what is sought by Joachim and others who pursue 
this line of criticism is a means of individuating which is context- 
free. Less ambiguously, what constitutes an individual cannot be a 
set of relations to other individuals. More ambiguously, what 
makes me an individual is something which I possess in my own 
right, and which is not derivative. The last formulation verges, like 
so many metaphysical pronouncements, on the poetical; but no 
more than a brief consideration of its possible implementation 
should suffice to show that it is radically wrong-headed. For, con- 
sidering a particular human being, attempt to characterize or in- 
dividuate him without recourse to relations: ‘‘the father of x’’, ‘‘a 
brother of y’, “a student of z’’, ‘born in w’, etc. To attempt to 
reduce these relations to attributes or monadic predicates via some 
Leibnizian or even Aristotelian hocus-pocus at the syntactical level 
only produces a vicious logical circle whereby nothing can be 
characterized except by reference to something else which cannot 
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be characterized except by reference to something else which can- 
not be characterized except by reference to it. Spinoza’s individuals 
are centers of real action—they are causally efficacious: were it not 
for a philosophical tradition of which Joachim is but one represen- 
tative, Spinoza’s point that what an individual is is determined by 
what it does would be accounted almost a truism. 

Miss Saw’s more recent criticisms rest upon much the same 
basis as Joachim’s, but are often a bit more confused. Consider her 
point that “Spinoza has no account whatever to give of the ‘I’ who 
does anything at all.’”4? According to Miss Saw, Leibniz’s monads 
supply something which Spinoza’s account could not provide: 
beings who actively do something. “Motion and rest” or “‘energy”’ 
may be terms which require considerable clarification, but they do 
provide at least the beginning of a means of talking about 
something being done; and, if I am right, it makes good sense to in- 
dividuate “‘doings”’ (or ‘“‘doers’’) in terms of what is done. Miss Saw 
summarizes her criticism in the following manner: 


Thirdly and lastly, Spinoza’s human individual is not an 
agent. Nobody can deny that Spinoza absolutely rejects the no- 
tion of free will, but if there is no free will, then there is no mean- 
ing to ‘will.’48 


The first of these two claims is, I have argued, simply false: not only 
does Spinoza view human individuals as agents, but he presents 
good reasons for his doing so. The second claim is, as it stands, not 
only irrelevant but also a logical howler. I could just as well argue 
that, if there are no purple apples, then there is no meaning to 
“apple’’. This is not to say that the question of freedom is not rele- 
vant to the nature of the human individual; but it is to note that we 
had better have some idea of what we mean by an individual before 
we set out to ascertain, for any particular example, whether it is free 
or not. Perhaps what is behind Miss Saw’s point is the claim that 
what constitutes the human individual has to be something dis- 
tinctly human (in this case freedom). This claim has, however, two 
senses. In one sense it says only that what makes an individual 
human must be distinctly human, and this appears to be a truism 
of sorts. In the other sense, it may mean that what makes a human 
individual must be distinctly human; and Spinoza would flatly re- 
ject it. The second claim is in some ways analogous to a claim pop- 
ularly made today by philosophers within the ordinary language 


Spinoza on Individuation 209 


tradition: that, in some sense of ‘‘act’’, acts are only ascribable to 
human individuals, while machines are instruments of human ac- 
tion and animals are acted upon. Ordinary language dressing 
notwithstanding, Spinoza could easily recognize this as an element 
of the Cartesianism which he took such pains to reject. Here 
Spinoza stands firmly on the same ground occupied by Hume. 
When we say of a man that he is the same individual whom we en- 
countered earlier, we mean much the same thing as when we say of 
a church that it is the same church that we encountered earlier. In- 
dividuation, and criteria of reidentification, are not due to special 
and mysterious properties possessed by all and only men; and per- 
sonal identity is a problem of identity to the same extent that 
architectural identity is. 

There is one additional point made by Miss Saw which, though 
it fails as a criticism, underlines an important consequence of 
Spinoza’s view of identity and individuation: 


Now if the change from the last moment of life to the first 
moment of death is so decisive... , then I cannot help thinking 
that earlier changes, less violent it is true, must also be described 
in terms of loss of identity.‘ 


The point appears to be that, if individuation is accomplished 
through a certain constancy in the relations among parts, and thus 
identity is defined as a preservation of this constancy, then such 
identity cannot be preserved through duration; since the changes 
which occur between birth and death differ in degree, but not in 
kind, from those of death and birth. But Spinoza has a direct 
answer for this: 


Here I observe only that I understand the body to die when 
its parts are so disposed to acquire a different proportion of mo- 
tion and rest one to another. But I dare not deny that the human 
body, because of the circulation of the blood and other things by 
which it is believed to live and preserve its identity, may 
nevertheless be changed into another nature wholly different. No 
argument forces me to claim that the body never dies unless it 
becomes a corpse.*® 


In the remainder of the scholium Spinoza speaks of a Spanish poet 
who was seized with an illness after which he was totally oblivious 
of his past life. With perfect propriety, we should say in this case 
that the poet was not the “same person’”’ after the disease as before 
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it. But Spinoza’s point is not Locke’s: it is not loss of memory which 
causes loss of identity, but rather loss of identity which causes loss 
of memory, as Spinoza makes quite clear in couching his discussion 
in terms of a disease and the proportion of motion and rest in the 
body. With as much propriety we often speak of a person as ‘“‘not be- 
ing the same person” after events of far less destructive (or even 
constructive) force. The obvious corollary to all of this is that iden- 
tity is a matter of degree, and there is nothing here to cast a shadow 
on Spinoza’s analysis: talk about preservation of a constant balance 
of motion and rest among the parts which make up an individual is 
talk about a relation or balance which is more or less constant. 
Criteria for the identity of churches may well differ from criteria for 
the identity of persons (or of cats); but the difference is one of 
degree, and is determined by the conventions which we establish. I 
should not have to add that this does not make personal identity a 
purely conventional matter in some wider sense of that misused 
term. The criteria for identity are established by convention across 
duration, but whether those criteria apply in a particular case is by 
no means a matter of convention. 

Spinoza’s use of memory in discussing the Spanish poet 
provides a foothold, however tenuous, by which one may extend 
what I have said about corporeal identity and individuation to the 
ideational level. I am more or less inclined to follow Curley’s recent 
suggestion that Spinoza’s term “idea” is best translated by 
“proposition” rather than by the English “‘idea’’.4* This makes 
Spinoza’s ‘‘parallelism”’ into the apparently noncontroversial claim 
that, for every state of affairs, there is a (true) proposition express- 
ing it. The immediate consequence of accepting Curley’s reading, 
however, is that self-consciousness (the idea ideae) becomes 
problematic. How is it that some individuals are conscious and 
some are not? This is a problem clearly beyond the resources of this 
paper, but it is not certain that Spinoza would even consider it rele- 
vant to the problem of individuation and identity as that problem is 
usually posed. Whatever we may choose to mean by the identity of 
a particular “mind” through time, it is quite clear that this kind of 
talk is rather hazy in a sense in which talk about identity of persons 
is not. One might even wish to take a somewhat Strawsonian turn 
and claim that our criteria of identification and reidentification are 
wholly geared to bodies in space (Spinoza’s res extensae). Any talk 
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of mental identity would be, on this account, derivative; and 
Spinoza’s example of the Spanish poet would lead one to expect 
that he would not be unsympathetic to this claim. 


IV. Concluding Note 


I have argued that Spinoza’s account of individuation in terms 
of the active relations holding among the parts of a given individual 
is a relatively plausible one. I have also attempted to divorce this 
claim somewhat from the general categories of Spinozism, since I do 
not believe that accepting it commits one to accept other more 
general or metaphysical claims made by Spinoza in explicating it. 
Two of its consequences have been that there is no special problem 
about personal identity and that identity through time is a matter 
of degree. Both of these also seem plausible to me, and also appear 
to be in accord with ordinary linguistic usage; though I should not 
regard the latter as being a decisive point in their favour. 

Some philosophers, Miss Saw among them I should conjecture, 
would argue that, though Spinoza’s analysis of individuation is 
quite adequate to account for our talk about bodies, it is by no 
means adequate to account for our talk about persons. More 
specifically still, it may be claimed that my knowledge of my own 
identity as a person involves wholly different factors. This would 
not constitute a counterargument to Spinoza if all that were meant 
was that I come to know my own identity in a manner different from 
that by which I come to know that of a dog or church or other per- 
son; since there is clearly no contradiction in saying that, though we 
mean the same by identity in each case, we come to ascertain its 
presence by varied means. The claim might, however, mean that 
what we mean by identity for persons is specifically different from 
what we mean by, say, tree-identity or church-identity. Just as 
clearly, however, this claim receives no support from the fact, if it is 
a fact, that we come to know our own identity in ways different from 
those by which we learn of the identity of other things. 

What could one do then by way of arguing for this kind of iden- 
tity in opposition to Spinoza? Since I confess that I do not really 
know what sort of identity is at issue here, I cannot even begin to 
answer this question. Pointing to the fact, if there is such a fact, 
that we employ wholly different linguistic conventions for discuss- 
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ing personal identity than we do for discussing identity in general 
might lend some initial plausibility to the claim. There is a general 
caveat which Spinoza would enter, however, to just this approach: 


I am aware that in ordinary usage these terms have different 
meanings. It is not, however, my intention to explicate the 
meanings of words, but rather to explicate the nature of things; 
and to point out these things using words whose ordinary meaning 
is not completely inconsistent with the meaning which I wish 
them to have.*” 


If we characterize Spinoza’s metaphysics in twentieth-century 
terms, we are thus compelled to note that it is revisionary and not 
descriptive (in Strawson’s sense). It follows that Spinoza would 
regard ordinary language approaches to any of these problems as 
being at best nugatory. If the problem of personal identity is inter- 
preted as a question about the ordinary usage of identity- 
statements for persons, then my analysis of Spinoza’s theory of in- 
dividuation will not have shed any light upon the problem; for, far 
from having presented a theory which could resolve such a problem, 
Spinoza would not even have been interested in raising it in the first 
place. 
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Frederick C. Copleston 
Spinoza as Metaphysician 


I 


There are obviously many branches of study which could not 
be described as metaphysics without contravention of ordinary 
linguistic usage. Nor is this restriction a matter of arbitrary choice. 
Reasons for it can be adduced. It is thus an exaggeration to say that 
there is no agreement at all about use of the word ‘metaphysics’. At 
the same time it is also obvious that different views have been and 
still are expressed about the nature, method and value of 
metaphysics. Indeed, William of Ockham asserted that to ask what 
is the subject matter of metaphysics is like asking who is the king of 
all Christendom.! Both questions, that is to say, make a false 
presupposition. If however a philosopher undertakes to tell us what 
Being ‘really’ is or to exhibit the nature of Reality, we are probably 
all prepared to describe him as a metaphysician, provided at any 
rate that he tries to prove the truth of what he says by philosophical 
argument or reasoning which does not depend on premises which 
are claimed to have been revealed by God. 

Whatever therefore may be our opinion about what 
metaphysics ought or ought not to be, we can hardly deny that 
Spinoza counts as a metaphysician. He does not try to do the scien- 
tist’s work for him. He is concerned with the nature of ultimate 
reality and with the metaphysical structure of the universe. And he 
certainly does not take his premises from revelation or theology. In 
his view Scripture and theology have the aim of promoting piety 
and obedience. In other words, they are concerned with fostering 
certain religious attitudes and with conduct. To try to find 
speculative truths in the Old Testament, as some medieval Jewish 
philosophers tried to do, is a mistake. It is philosophy which is con- 
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cerned with the attainment of objective truth; and philosophy is 
based on self-evidently true premises.2 Spinoza does not suggest 
that Scripture contradicts reason, even if he believes that 
theologians’ interpretations of Scripture may do so. What he insists 
on is that it is not a source of speculative truth. It “does not teach 
philosophy, but simply obedience.’’? Philosophy therefore cannot 
rely on revelation or theology: it recognises no other criterion than 
the natural understanding.‘ 

It is tempting to depict Spinoza as anticipating the theory of 
‘stories’ proposed by Professor R. B. Braithwaite in his celebrated 
lecture “An Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief.’”® 
But Spinoza does not deny, for example, that the Scriptural doc- 
trine that there is but one God can be described as true or as 
possessing truth-value. He insists however that it pertains to 
philosophy to decide what ‘God’ means, to exhibit, that is to say, 
the nature of the divine reality. And in doing this the philosopher 
does not take Scriptural doctrine as a premise but works quite in- 
dependently. 

It must be admitted that if we look at the definitions given at 
the beginning of the Ethics, the wording certainly suggests that 
they express simply the ways in which Spinoza chooses to under- 
stand certain terms. For he says explicitly that by cause of itself, 
substance, attribute, mode, God and eternity “I understand” this 
or that. While however it is obviously open to us to claim, if we 
wish, that the definitions are in fact nothing but stipulative 
definitions, it by no means follows that Spinoza himself un- 
derstands them in this way. On the contrary, he regards his 
definitions as expressing clear and distinct ideas and therefore as 
true.6 And he regards the logical deduction of propositions from 
definitions which express clear and distinct ideas and from self- 
evident axioms as a method which, considered in itself, cannot lead 
to erroneous conclusions. Further, as “the order and connection of 
ideas is the same as the order and connection of things,’ logical 
deduction of conclusions from the appropriate sets of definitions 
and axioms provides us with knowledge of reality. Spinoza does not 
claim that the existence of modes, in the sense of particular finite 
things, can be deduced a priori from the concepts of attributes or of 
infinite modes. On the contrary, he asserts more than once that this 
cannot be done. His universe is indeed deterministic throughout. 
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And the usual statement that he ‘assimilated’ the causal relation to 
that of logical implication is justified. Though however he speaks 
of things as ‘following’ from the nature of God, he explicitly denies 
that the existence of particular finite modes can be deduced a 
priori. At the same time Spinoza is convinced that logical deduc- 
tion from the appropriate set of premises leads to conclusions which 
are valid not only in the order of ideas but also in regard to the order 
of Nature. Even if particular modes cannot be deduced a priori, the 
metaphysical structure of reality can be deduced. We then have 
certain metaphysical knowledge. And it is this knowledge of reality 
which philosophy looks for. 


II 


If one says that for Spinoza philosophy is concerned with 
demonstrable truths and that the philosopher is seeking for certain 
knowledge of Reality (of Deus seu Natura), the statement may be 
challenged. Surely, it may be said, we have only to look at the open- 
ing paragraphs of the treatise on The Improvement of the 
Understanding to see that for Spinoza philosophy is the means of 
attaining man’s true good or the supreme human perfection, which 
can be found only in love of the eternal and infinite. The quasi- 
mathematical structure of the Ethics gives a very misleading im- 
pression of Spinoza’s basic motivation. Philosophy is for him a way 
of life or the framework for a way of life. This is shown by the title of 
his most famous work. It is primarily an ethical treatise. 

It is indeed quite true that Spinoza looks on philosophy as an 
instrument whereby man can perfect himself and attain 
blessedness or what St. Augustine and the medieval thinkers 
described as beatitudo. We have recalled that in the Tractatus 
Theologico-Politicus Spinoza emphasizes the relation between 
theology and religious attitudes and moral conduct and contrasts it 
with philosophy, which is concerned with speculative and 
demonstrable truth. Though however it is understandable that 
Spinoza does not wish to cause unnecessary offence either to his 
Jewish coreligionists or to Christian theologians and that he at- 
tributes a positive function to Scriptural doctrine, it seems clear 
that in point of fact he substitutes philosophy for theology as a way 
of life for those who are capable of what he regards as genuine 
philosophical reflection. In the Middle Ages people did not or- 
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dinarily look to philosophy, in the sense in which it was distin- 
guished from theology, as providing a way of life. They looked to the 
Christian faith for this purpose or, if they were Jews, to the Old 
Testament and to Jewish tradition. Some Jewish thinkers had in- 
deed tried to find speculative truths expressed in Scripture in ex- 
oteric forms; but Spinoza, as we have noted, rejected this 
procedure. With him philosophy takes the place of theology as 
purveyor of a way of life and as enabling man to perfect himself, in 
the case, that is to say, of those who are capable of grasping ade- 
quate ideas. We can say therefore that in his concept of the role of 
philosophy in human life Spinoza has more affinity with the Greek 
philosophers than with the medieval theologians who conceived 
beatitudo as a supernatural end or goal, the attainment of which 
presupposed Christian faith and divine grace.® 
Recognition however of the facts that Spinoza is motivated by 
desire for the eternal and infinite and that philosophy is for him a 
way of life or provides the framework for a way of life is by no means 
incompatible with the claim that in his view philosophy is con- 
cerned with the attainment of truth and that this truth is attained 
through adequate understanding of the order of Nature. He certain- 
ly lays great emphasis on ethics and on liberation from the slavery 
of the passions. But it is obvious that in his view man’s highest 
perfection is to be found at the highest level of knowledge. He 
speaks indeed of the intellectual love of God; but it is the intellec- 
tual love of God to which he refers. Man is perfected insofar as he 
has adequate ideas and insofar as his conduct is ruled by such 
ideas. We can indeed say that for Spinoza the goal of the human 
mind is the intuitive vision of all things in God. But of intuitive 
knowledge he says explicitly that “this kind of knowing proceeds 
from an adequate idea of the formal essence of certain attributes of 
God~to-the adequate knowledge of the essence of things.”? 
Knowledge of God involves an understanding of the divine nature 
and of God’s ‘self-expression in the world. And an adequate un- 
| derstanding of God_as immanent cause of all things involves a 
‘process of deductive reasoning. 
~Some writers have regarded Spinoza as a mystic. For example, 
Bertrand Russell seems to class Spinoza with the mystics on the 
ground that his theory of sin as existing only from the human point 
of view and not in relation to Reality as a whole is a mystical doc- 
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trine.!1! This way of speaking may pass muster if the term 
‘mysticism’ is used in a wide sense, so as to cover the thought of all 
those who write in such a way as to imply that God is the one 
reality.!2 At the same time it seems to the present writer that 
however un-Aristotelian Spinoza may be in some respects, he has 
more affinity with Aristotle’s intellectualist view of human perfec- 
tion than with Plotinus’s sublime concept of “‘the flight of the alone 
to the Alone.’’!3 Even if Spinoza asserts that the mind’s intellectual 
love for God is the love with which God loves himself,!4 knowledge 
of God does not seem to mean for him a state of ecstatic union in 
which the subject-object distinction is transcended. His ideal is 
doubtless that the mind should rise through the second degree or 
level of knowledge to grasp the whole intelligible system of Nature 
in a comprehensive act of mental vision. But this is not quite the 
same thing as the exceptional mystical state which Plotinus is said 
(by Porphyry) to have attained on several occasions. There may be 
mystical overtones, so to speak, in Spinoza’s thought. To describe 
him as a ‘rationalist’, given the customary modern use of the term, 
can be misleading. But it seems to me to be none the less apt. He 
desires indeed the elevation of the reason to the highest level at- 
tainable; but though arguments can be adduced in support of a 
different view, I doubt very much whether he envisages a transcen- 
ding of rational knowledge in some ecstatic union with the One. The 
highest virtue of the mind is to know God.'> But it does not 
necessarily follow that ‘knowledge’ has to be understood in the 
sense of ecstasy or rapture. 


iil 


Even if, it may be said, Spinoza’s philosophy is not geared to 
the attainment of mystical states such as we find mentioned by 
writers such as St. John of the Cross, it is still a mistake to 
emphasize his idea of arriving at truth about the universe by a 
deductive or quasi-mathematical process of reasoning. For the 
more we emphasize this aspect of Spinoza’s thought, the more do 
we tend to obscure the fact that the whole process of reasoning 
presupposes a personal vision of the universe. After all, we can 
hardly imagine that Spinoza reached his general vision of the uni- 
verse simply as the result of a quasi-mathematical process of 
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deduction. The vision clearly preceded the construction of the 
system. Indeed, it is presupposed by the very premises of the deduc- 
tive process. The great metaphysicians have had an intuitive un- 
derstanding of possible ways of seeing the universe or Reality. Such 
visions are presupposed by the apparatus of argument and proof, 
the arguments being persuasive devices or instruments to commend 
the initial visions. Provided that we do not mean by ‘visionary’ an 
unbalanced person or one whose ideas are so patently at variance 
with the facts that they have to be discounted without more ado, we 
can describe Spinoza as one of the great visionaries in the history of 
philosophical thought. It is important to bring out and emphasize 
this basic element of vision. The deductive process of reasoning is of 
secondary importance, even if it is not an unfortunate excrescence. 
To lay emphasis on the ‘rationalism’ of Spinoza and on his employ- 
ment of a mathematical model of reasoning is to misrepresent him. 
Indeed, it exhibits a misunderstanding of the real nature of original 
metaphysics. 

We have to proceed carefully here. It can be admitted of course 
that when Spinoza came to express his philosophy in a systematic 
manner, he already had certain beliefs about the universe. Indeed, 
it is worth while emphasizing this point. For example, it helps to 
dispose of the notion that Spinoza was a Cartesian or that his 
philosophy was simply a logical development of that of Descartes. It 
is true that “the stupid Cartesians’’, as Spinoza described them ina 
letter to Oldenburg, !® would hardly have been so eager to dissociate 
themselves and their master from Spinozism, had they not believed 
that there was at any rate a plausible case for arguing that the 
philosophy of Spinoza was a logical development of certain aspects 
of Cartesianism. It is an obvious fact, for instance, that Descartes’ 
definition of substance, if taken literally, would apply to God 
alone.” And there are clearly other ideas expounded by Descartes 
which Spinoza can be represented as having exploited. At the same 
time it is absurd to suppose that Spinoza arrived at his theory of the 
one substance simply by taking over a definition from Descartes 
and interpreting it literally. Even if Spinoza, without ever having 
been a Cartesian, made some use of Descartes’ thought, the vision 
of the universe expressed in the statement that “‘outside-God there 
is nothing at all, and that he is an immanent cause’’!® was certainly 
not arrived at as the result of a deduction based on Cartesian 
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premises, nor indeed of Spinoza’s own deductive reasoning as ex- 
pressed in the Ethics. It preceded the construction of the system. 


ae atte 


It by no means follows however that Spinoza’s arguments 
stand in a purely external relation to his basic vision of the 
Universe. The policy of representing them in this way is doubtless 
attractive to those who believe that the only way of obtaining what 
can properly be described as knowledge of the world is through the 
particular sciences but who at the same time share Friedrich 
Waismann’s conviction that ‘“‘to say that metaphysics is nonsense Is 
nonsense.’’! For if a sharp distinction is made between the basic vi- 
sion on the one hand and the apparatus of argument and proof on 
the other, one is enabled to discount the arguments or to interpret 
them as persuasive devices to commend a preexisting vision and yet 
at the same time to ascribe value to the vision as a possible way of 
seeing the universe or as having a psychological connection with a 
certain way of life or type of conduct.2° Though however it is un- 
derstandable if some admirers of the outstanding metaphysicians 
insist that it is the vision which counts and is of primary impor- 
tance, it must be remembered that unless the so-called vision is 
taken to be simply a matter of feeling or of emotive attitude, it has 
an intellectual content which acquires definite shape and features 
only insofar as it is expressed and rendered explicit. We can, I sup- 
pose, envisage the possibility of a philosopher taking over a world 
view ready-made from some source and then looking around, as it 
were, for arguments to support its validity and commend it to 
others. But in the case of an original philosopher such as Spinoza it 
seems clear that the system /s the vision as given definite form and 
as communicated. It is the explicitation of the vision. 

It is doubtless true that too much emphasis can be placed on 
the quasi-geometrical trappings of the Ethics. Attention has often 
been drawn to the fact that Spinoza expounded part of Descartes’ 
philosophy more geometrico when he was not, even at that time, an 
adherent of Cartesianism.2! Moreover, Spinoza’s universe is far 
from being a purely geometrical universe. Substance is for him es- 
sentially active, and so are finite things. Indeed, the more active 
something i is, the more reality at possesses and the more perfect it 
is.22 At the same time it is questionable whether the formal struc- 
ture given by Spinoza to his system can be explained simply in 
terms of the influence of a mathematical model or paradigm of 
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reasoning suggested by the scientific development of the 
seventeenth century. It is doubtless true that in forming his ideal of 
deductive reasoning Spinoza was in fact influenced by a 
mathematical model.” But it also seems clear enough that his ideal 
of reasoning is dictated by his concept of reason and by his general 
vision of Reality. In a letter to Oldenburg” he criticizes Bacon for 
thinking that the human intellect is fallible by nature. In Spinoza’s 
opinion, if the human intellect starts from definitions which express 
clear and distinct ideas and axioms which express self-evident or 
eternal truths and proceeds deductively, it cannot err, except of 
course by making mistakes analogous to those which the 
mathematician can make. Further, as he sees the universe as 
rational through and through, metaphysical deduction will give us 
knowledge of reality and not simply of the implications of ideas un- 
derstood in a purely subjective sense. As for Spinoza God is the im- 
manent active cause of all things, he concludes that the proper 
order of philosophical argument is to start with the concept of the 
one infinite substance and to deduce the essential properties of God 
or Nature. It does not follow that the existence of a finite thing can 
be deduced from its definition. As we have seen, Spinoza denies 
that this can be done, But the proper order of philosophical reason- 
ing must be,deductive. Those philosophers who have taken the ob- 
jects of sense perception as their point of departure and have placed 
consideration of the divine nature at the end of their process of 
reflection “have not observed the order of philosophical 
argument.’ In a properly philosophical process of reasoning we 
should start with that which is first in the order of nature or Reality. 
In some respects the situation in regard to Spinoza seems to be 
analogous to that which obtains in the case of Hegel. It has been 
remarked often enough that Hegel himself rarely speaks in terms of 
the triadic concept of thesis, antithesis and synthesis, and that it is 
a mistake to try to force his thought into this mould or to blame him 
when this cannot be done. Though however the triadic notion can 
be overemphasized, the fact remains that Hegel’s use of dialectical 
logic is determined by his general vision of Reality as a teleological 
process. The life of absolute Spirit cannot, he is convinced, be 
reconstructed for reflection or consciousness in terms of a logic 
which freezes antithetical concepts in permanent opposition. A 
logic of movement, dialectical logic, is required. Though therefore 
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Hegel’s dialectic should not be forced into a rigid triadic mould, it is 
by no means a superfluous or dispensable element of his thought. 

In Spinoza’s case use of formulas such as Q. E. D., as found in 
the Ethics, is obviously an inessential feature of his thought. Choice 
of a deductive method however seems to be governed or implied by 
the philosopher’s general view of the necessary order of Nature and 
by his idea of the relation between thought and its object. To be 
sure, the content of the Ethics cannot be regarded as a continuous 
process of deduction simply from the definitions and axioms placed 
at the beginning of the first part. Nor did Spinoza himself so regard 
it. He was not ignorant of the fact that at the beginning of other 
parts he had introduced additional definitions and axioms or 
postulates, as the subject matter might require. But the overall 
form of reasoning is deductive. And though Spinoza’s philosophy 
can doubtless be presented in other ways than that in which it is 
presented in the Ethics, he seems to say clearly enough in the 
treatise on The Improvement of the Understanding that it is only 
through following a deductive procedure that the mind can reflect 
the order of Nature. 

To insist at length on the influence exercised by Spinoza’s vi- 
sion of the universe on his choice of method may seem to be a case of 
labouring the obvious. Perhaps it is. But the point seems to be of 
some importance. It is natural for us to think that if we start with a 
set of definitions and a set of axioms and then develop a process of 
deductive reasoning, there is no guarantee at all that the con- 
clusions which we draw will do anything more than exhibit the im- 
plications of the premises. There is no guarantee that they will 
reveal to us the necessary structure of Reality. To use the language 
which is fashionable among some modern Thomists, our philosophy 
will be ‘essentialist’, confined within the realm of essence or ideas 
or, if preferred, abstract possibility. For anyone however who 
believes that the structure of the universe is necessary, indeed that 
the whole series of things and events is necessary and cannot. be 
otherwise. than it.is, and that “the order and connection of ideas is 
the same as the order and connection of things,’’”* the situation is 


different, provided, that is to say, that he can find the right starting / 


point. In“the order of things the point of departure is the infinite “ 
substance. This must therefore be the point of departure in the 
‘Order of ideas too. It is therefore essential for Spinoza to hold, 
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however implausibly, that he has as clear an idea of God as he has 
of a triangle.2’ It is only on this assumption that he can deduce the 
essential properties (or some of them) of Deus seu Natura. 
Spinoza’s basic vision of the universe finds initial expression, 

as far as the Ethics is concerned, in his premises. And the deductive 
method is required for its explicitation. Of course, given Spinoza’s 
view of the attributes of substance and of the relation between the 
order of ideas and the order of things, we may think it misleading to 
speak of his vision of the universe as determining his choice of 
method. For the concept of the right method might_be said _ to 
belong to the vision itself. So it does in a sense. But it can hardly be 
the right method unless the universe is ‘rational’. That this is the 
case seems to be presupposed. And the presupposition governs the 
choice of method. 

~ How is this presupposition justified? We may be inclined to 
think that no other justification is possible except the power of the 
system to give a coherent explanatory account of the essential 
structure of reality. In other words, the criterion of. truth is 
coherence. The system or the vision rendered explicit is its own 
justification, the only one which can possibly be given. It might be 
objected however that a coherent deductive exhibition of.the. uni- 
verse as a rational-system would not show:that the- universe is 
rational but only that it might be rational. Perhaps therefore 
Spinoza was wise to maintain that he started with ideas which were 
true because they were clear and distinct and with self-evidently 
true metaphysical propositions. This claim may itself involve 
presuppositions. But what system does not do_so? Some 
philosophers, including Spinoza, have of course tried to establish a 
philosophy in which there is no legitimately deniable presup- 
position.28 In Spinoza’s case however it seems pretty clear that an 
initial world vision was presupposed, even if he believed that the 
developed system exhibited its validity. 


IV 


In this essay it has been maintained that Spinoza’s vision of 
the universe is rendered explicit in the deductive system. To put 
the matter in another way, we are not justified in making a 
dichotomy between the deductive system and the real mind of 
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Spinoza. The philosopher’s mind is expressed in his writings. At the 
same time we have made another obvious point, that an explicita- 
tion must be an explicitation of something. But what is this 
something? Presumably it is the basic belief in one infinite 
necessarily existing substance which expresses itself by a necessity 
of nature in the world of finite things. The system purports to ex- 
hibit systematically the nature of the one substance insofar as we 
can know it,?? its self-expression in the series of modes or finite 
things®® and the way in which the human mind can rise above the 
point of view of the worm living in the bloodstream to an under- 
standing of its own relation and that of other things to the divine 
totality.3! The system, in other words, expresses the vision of Deus 
seu Natura. 

‘God or Nature’. The phrase sounds like an attempt to redefine 
the word ‘God’, to change the actual use of language, if, that is to 
say, we take as our standard the way in which Jews and Christians 
ordinarily conceive and speak about God. Obviously, a philosopher 
cannot be prohibited from recommending such changes, though we 
can demand of him that he should not try to conceal what he is do- 
ing and that he should be prepared to offer reasons for his 
procedure. 

It is very natural that this line of thought should occur to the 
reader of Spinoza’s writings. For when Christians and Jews (and 
Moslems too of course) speak about God, they do not ordinarily 
regard themselves as referring to Nature. It is natural therefore that 
when they come across a philosopher who uses ‘God’ and ‘Nature’ 
as synonymous terms, they should conclude that he does not really 
believe in God at all but that he attaches some value to religious 
emotion (a ‘Cosmic emotion’ perhaps) or to some religious attitudes 
and, by his redefinition of the term ‘God’, is trying to detach this 
emotion or attitude from God, as they understand the term and 
reattach it to Nature. Though however this is a natural reaction to 
Spinoza’s identification of God and Nature, such readers might ask 
themselves whether the philosopher means by ‘Nature’ precisely 
what they mean and what are his reasons for the identification. 

Anyone who knows a little about Spinoza is aware that he was 
brought up in the Jewish religion and tradition, that he found 
himself unable to accept orthodox Judaism and that he was ex- 
pelled from the synagogue at the age of twenty-four. He came to the 
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conclusion that the Scriptural picture of God as thinking this or 
that, as deciding this or that, as judging, as intervening miraculous- 
ly in the natural course of events and so on was thoroughly 
anthropomorphic and rationally untenable. It by no means follows 
however that he ceased to believe in God. To what extent he was in- 
fluenced in the development of his thought about God by the 
Jewish philosophers of the Middle Ages and by the Cabalistic 
writings is a disputed question and one to which no assured answer 
can be given. In the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus®? he makes it 
clear that in his view the Cabalistic writings contain childish ideas 
rather than divine secrets. And in the same work*® he refers to the 
famous philosopher Maimonides only to criticize him, though in a 
letter?4 he mentions Chasdai Crescas with some approval. Even if 
however there can be prolonged and inconclusive discussion about 
particular influences on Spinoza’s thought, it seems clear that his 
idea of God as the one infinite and necessarily existing substance, 
the immanent cause of all things, was formed under the influence of 
his philosophical reading. To say this is not of course to suggest that 
Spinoza simply took over his idea of God from one of his 
predecessors. He could at any rate have found in the writings of 
Jewish philosophers the concept of God as a necessarily existing 
substance, the idea that the perfections of creatures must somehow 
preexist in God, the possibility of the series of finite things being in- 
finite and the notion of the compatibility between acting freely and 
acting by a necessity of nature.*> But the equation of God and 
Nature was not derived from Jewish philosophy. As for the Biblical 
picture of God, Spinoza did not assert that it was false so much as 
that it was adapted to promote piety and obedience among people 
at large, and that it should not be taken as the source of 
philosophical truth, which must be either self-evident to reason or 
demonstrated. To picture a God ‘out there’, a transcendent creator 
endowed with human or quasi-human qualities, is all very well for 
the purpose of popular religion. But we cannot speak of God and 
Nature, if God is conceived as infinite. 

Spinoza has no intention however of asserting that the ex- 
istence of finite things is illusory. It has sometimes been argued that 
on his premises he ought to have held that the phenomenal world 
was illusion or mere appearance. But in point of fact he does not say 
this. True, for him there is only one substance. But substance is so 
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defined that to say of something that it is a mode of substance is not 
to say that it lacks all reality. At the same time Spinoza obviously 
does not interpret the term ‘God’ as a class name for the plurality of 
finite things. ‘God’ is not the name of a collection or of the members 
of a class taken collectively. He is therefore faced with the task of 
combining the concept of God as the one all-inclusive substance 
with admission of the reality of the series of finite things. Here he 
has an instrument to hand in a distinction already made by Gior- 
dano Bruno, the distinction between Natura naturans and Natura 
naturata. So far as the present writer is aware, there is no cogent 
evidence to show that Spinoza took the distinction from Bruno. But 
it is unlikely that he had no acquaintance with the Renaissance 
philosophy of Nature in which Nature (in the sense of the spatio- 
temporal world) was represented as the ‘explication’ or self- 
manifestation of the infinite in itself. In any case the distinction 
enables Spinoza to reconcile, to his own satisfaction at least, the 
statements that God in himself is eternal®* and immutable*®’ with 
the evident fact of the successive existence of finite things. 

What we have been saying is not of course in any way new. In 
view however of the emphasis placed by some writers on Spinoza’s 
naturalism and in view of certain attempts by Marxists to represent 
him as a materialist it is perhaps worth drawing attention once 
again to his endeavour to develop a view of God and of the relation 
between God and the world which would be, in his opinion, 
philosophically justified. The working out of this view is found in- 
deed in the system. But behind this system lies Spinoza’s rejection 
of the traditional beliefs instilled into him in childhood, coupled 
with his lasting conviction that the word ‘God’ is not devoid of 
reference. Whatever other people may have done, Spinoza certainly 
did not regard himself as an atheist. Obviously, if theism is un- 
derstood as implying an idea of God rejected by Spinoza, he can 
quite properly be described as an atheist. It is a question of accurate 
description, not of emotive reaction. Given the ordinary use of 
language, it is certainly misleading to describe him as a theist. But 
he was clearly no deist. And there is no good reason for thinking 
that his talk about ‘God’ was insincere. He indignantly rejected the 
accusation that his aim was to ‘‘teach atheism by hidden and dis- 
guised arguments.’’88 He regarded himself as explaining the ‘real’ 
meaning (reference) of the word ‘God’. 
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It can indeed be objected that what really counts is where 
Spinoza ends, not where he begins. We can argue, if we like, that he 
sought for a philosophically tenable concept of God. But the search 
ends in sheer naturalism. What Spinoza actually does is to present 
a certain view of the world or the universe. To call the world ‘God’ is 
an idiosyncracy on his part. It does not alter the plain fact that the 
world is the world and not at all what is commonly understood by 
the term ‘God’. What Spinoza actually does is to present a 
philosophical system which has to be interpreted with reference to 
seventeenth-century science. He is of course primarily a 
philosopher, not a scientist. His correspondence shows indeed an 
interest in particular scientific questions, such as Boyle’s ex- 
periments with nitre. And Spinoza himself conducts some ex- 
periments. But he is thoroughly dissatisfied with what he regards as 
the excessively empirical approach of Francis Bacon and with the 
way in which a scientist such as Boyle tries to combine experimen- 
tal science with traditional religious ideas. Spinoza goes behind 
phenomena to their basic presuppositions, or what he considers to 
be such, and looks for their ultimate causes. In this sense he is a 
metaphysical philosopher. But transcendence, as understood in a 
religious context, disappears. The divine mind appears to be iden- 
tical with the fundamental laws of Nature. And when Spinoza says 
that the existence of a finite thing cannot be deduced from God con- 
sidered simply in himself but that the series of modes has to be 
taken into account, he is really saying that the existence of a finite 
thing cannot be deduced from any law under which its behaviour 
can be subsumed but that reference must also be made to empirical 
causes or antecedent conditions. Talk about ‘God’ really confuses 
the issue. For it obscures the fact that Spinoza is thinking in purely 
naturalistic terms. In ordinary language ‘God’ signifies a super- 
natural being. In Spinoza’s philosophy the supernatural is con- 
spicuous by its absence. Whatever therefore he himself may have 
thought, with his religious upbringing and living, as he did, at a 
time when theological themes were still living issues, his system 
really demands that the word ‘God’ should be eliminated from it. 
The situation would then be clarified instead of obfuscated. 

That Spinoza was interested, as far as time allowed, in scien- 

‘tific matters is obvious enough. And he was not such a recluse as to 


Spinoza as Metaphysician 229 


be immune from the influence of the climate of thought of 
seventeenth-century science. But there seems to be little evidence 
that he set out to supply a philosophical background for the science 
of his time, even if he thought that his philosophy did in fact 
provide such a background. Interpretations of Spinoza which 
translate his theological language into talk about laws of Nature 
and the general features of the world tend to give the impression of 
attempts to state what, in the opinion of the writer, Spinoza ought 
to have said (or what he ‘really’ meant) rather than what he did say. 
Such interpretations express no doubt the laudable intention of 
making Spinoza intelligible and the desire to show that the eminent 
philosopher who has sometimes been taken as the ‘model’ 
metaphysician*® possessed a better understanding of the presup- 
positions of seventeenth-century physics than some of the leading 
scientists themselves. But such interpretations generally have to be 
qualified by the admission that Spinoza did not think in such terms 
or that he would not have agreed with the interpretation given. For 
example, in a recently published work on Spinoza the author con- 
nects the philosopher’s theory of the unknowable attributes of God 
with the idea of ‘“‘the possibility of alternative scientific accounts of 
the same phenomena,’”*° remarking that this possibility was a liv- 
ing question for Spinoza and his contemporaries. He then adds 
however that “‘the mature Spinoza would not accept this,’’4! name- 
ly a view which would make the unknowable attributes knowable in 
principle. In other words, there is an element of transcendence (in 
regard to human thought, not of course in regard to the universe 
itself) which Spinoza did not eliminate but which ought to be 
eliminated if the ‘real’ direction of his line of thought is to be clearly 
exhibited. 

These remarks should not be understood as condemning or re- 
jecting all purely naturalistic accounts of Spinoza’s philosophy and 
all interpretations of his thought in the light of contemporary 
science. Provided that we allow for what we might describe as 
recalcitrant elements, it is certainly arguable that his system is best 
seen in the light of the philosophy of Descartes*? and of 
seventeenth-century science. We can see it, if we like, as a stage on 
the way to a naturalistic philosophy concerned with the broadest 
presuppositions of science. Criticism is then likely to turn on the 
rigidity of Spinoza’s philosophy and to refer to the fact, which the 
late A. N. Whitehead liked to insist on, that twentieth-century 
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scientific theory differs in important ways from that of the 
seventeenth century, with the result that we can hardly be satisfied 
with a seventeenth-century philosophical system. To be sure, the 
historic Spinoza would hardly have looked on things in this way. 
For he believed that he had exhibited the truth about reality. But 
the attempt to interpret his significance in the light of the general 
development of scientific and philosophical thought is quite 
legitimate. 

Spinoza’s Deus seu Natura remains however ambiguous. As in 
the case of the Stoic philosophy, of which Spinozism often reminds 
us, we may well ask ourselves whether we are dealing with a 
naturalizing of Deus or a divinization of Natura. The situation is 
ambiguous. On the one hand we can emphasize Natura. On the 
other hand we can emphasize Deus. And if we adopt the second 
procedure, it is arguable that we ought to look forward to the 
philosophy of Hegel who maintained that Spinoza’s substance 
should be redefined as Spirit (Geist). To introduce the name of 
Hegel is indeed most unfashionable. But if von Tschirnhaus and G. 
H. Schuller were right in suggesting that in Spinoza’s philosophy 
the attribute of thought came to occupy a central position in reali- 
ty, it becomes easier to see a connection between Spinozism and ab- 
solute idealism. 

This line of thought lies open to the objection that Spinoza’s 
philosophy should be considered in itself and in relation to the 
problems of his time, not as a forerunner of or as looking forward to 
a later philosophy which was developed in response to other 
problems. Spinozism is Spinozism, not a stage in the emergence of 
Hegelianism. It is true that as far as the general task of metaphysics 
is concerned, both Spinoza and Hegel can be said to have had 
similar aims, namely the representation in thought of the nature of 
the ultimate reality. Spinoza exhibits the nature, properties and ac- 
tivity of the one infinite substance; Hegel regards the task of 
philosophy as the reconstruction for consciousness of the life of the 
Absolute. Both men call the ultimate reality ‘God’. Both men refuse 
to admit the propriety of speaking of the infinite and the finite; but 
neither is prepared to look on ‘God in himself’ as identical with the 
collection or class of finite things. Though however similarities 
between the two philosophies are visible if we look at them from 
such a distance that differences become blurred, their problems are 
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different. For example, in the seventeenth century the philosopher 
had to come to terms with the new scientific developments, not 
with the romantic movement. Again, insofar as Spinoza’s problems 
were set by another philosopher, they were set by the philosophy of 
Descartes (possibly in conjunction with Renaissance philosophy of 
Nature), whereas Hegel was obviously faced with problems arising 
out of the thought of Kant and his successors. Again, the two men’s 
conceptions of the ultimate reality were different; and the methods 
which they employed to exhibit its nature were also different. 
Spinoza may have looked on his system as expressing timeless 
truth; but Hegel insisted on the close connection between any 
system and its historical background. And the plain fact of the 
matter is that the historical backgrounds of Spinozism and 
Hegelianism differed in important respects. The philosophy of 
Spinoza therefore should be seen in its historical context and not 
treated as a stage in the development of a system of thought belong- 
ing to a later and very different age. 

True enough. But it is not the intention of the present writer to 
endorse Hegel’s view of the history of philosophy as a necessary 
dialectical process whereby the universal mind or spirit comes to 
consciousness of itself. I have no intention of suggesting that the 


philosophy of Spinoza must be transformed into Hegelianism. My 


contention is rather that Spinoza’s philosophy is ambiguous, 
Ji anus-faced. If one aspect is emphasized, a naturalistic interpreta- 
tion becomes.reasonable, If. another aspect is emphasized, we have 


a pantheism which can reasonably be seen as demanding t the trans- 


formation of Natura_ into Geist. We can of course try to confine 
ourselves to exegesis of Spinoza’. s system as it stands in his writings. 
But in my opinion such exegesis does not reveal the system as 
viable. Spinozists would obviously disagree. 

It may be said that if there are ambiguities in the system of 
Spinoza’s, this is even more true of the philosophy of Hegel. The 
former has always tended to be a take-it-or-leave-it system, 
whereas Hegelianism, as we are well aware, gave rise to very 
different lines of interpretation. But that there should be am- 


biguities and tensions in any comprehensive metaphysical system _ 


is, in my opinion, only to be expected. Nobody swimming in a river 
can see the whole river. He can indeed enunciate propositions which 
must be true for it to be proper to speak of there being a river at all. 


| 
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And Spinoza doubtless thought that he was doing something 
analogous in regard to the world. But the fact remains that the 
swimmer’s perspective and range of vision are limited. And though 
the impulse to understand Reality as a whole is natural enough, the 
notion that this can be achieved once and for all and with 
mathematical clarity by the historically conditioned mind is a sup- 
position which most of us nowadays find some difficulty in ac- 
cepting. 


FREDERICK C. COPLESTON 
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1 William of Ockham, Opera Theologica, I (St. Bonaventure, N. Y.: St. 
Bonaventure University Press, 1967), p. 259. And see also the prologue to Ockham’s 
commentary on the. _ °* ~*ks of Aristotle’s Physics. Ockham is actually referring 
to the different views maintained by Avicenna and Averroes about the subject 
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2 For Spinoza’s view of the relation between philosophy and theology see the 
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, Chaps. 14 and 15. 


3 Tractatus Theologica-Politicus, Chap. 15. By Scripture Spinoza often un- 
derstands both Testaments. This may seem to be simply a matter of arguing ad 
hominem, as in the correspondence with Van Blyenbergh. But Spinoza obviously 
writes as one who has broken with orthodox Judaism and for whom all writings 
which are used as sources for theological thought possess a pragmatic function. If he 
were writing to a Moslem, he could make similar remarks about the Koran. 


4 This is stated in, for instance, Letter 23 (to Van Blyenbergh). 


5 R, B. Braithwaite, “An Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief” 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1955). 


6 Spinoza explains this in Letter 4 (to Henry Oldenburg). See also, of course, the 
treatise on The Improvement of the Understanding. 


7 Fthics, Il, Prop. 7. 


8 For example, in Letter 10 (to Simon de Vries) Spinoza asserts that the ex- 
istence of a mode cannot be deduced from its definition or essence. Again, in Letter 
83 (to von Tschirnhaus) he says that it is im possible to prove ‘the variety of things’ a 
priori from the concept of extension. Similarly, in the treatise on The Improvement 
of the Understanding he makes it clear that it is not the series of particular and 
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mutable things which can be deduced but only the series of “‘fixed and eternal 
things’, by which he may mean the infinite modes of substance. Some writers have 
understood Spinoza as saying simply that we cannot deduce the existence of par- 
ticular things. Though however some remarks suggest this line of interpretation, 
Spinoza seems to be asserting that such a deduction is impossible in principle. It is 
at any rate true in principle that it is only in the case of God that existence can be 
deduced from essence. 


9 What we say about this matter depends to a certain extent of course on the 
meaning which we give to the word ‘philosophy’. For Augustine the Christian 
religion was the true ‘philosophy’. Hence he could look on philosophy as a way of life, 
the saving wisdom of which had fulfilled and taken the place of true wisdom. When 
however in the course of the Middle Ages philosophy came to be systematically dis- 
tinguished from revelation and theology, it could no longer be regarded by Christian 
theologians in precisely the same way in which Augustine had regarded it. The 
meaning of the word had undergone a change. 

10 Ethics, II, Prop. 40, note 2. 


1 Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy (London: Allen and Unwin, 
1946), p. 594. 


12 In point of fact Spinoza does not appear to deny the reality of finite things or to 
regard them as illusory. 


18 Fnneads, 771b. 

14 Fthics, V, Prop. 36. 
15 Ibid., IV, Prop. 28. 
16 Letter 68. 


17 Descartes was of course quite aware of this fact. See Principles of Philosophy, I, 
51, in Oeuvres de Descartes, ed. by Charles Adam and Paul Tannery (Paris: Léopold 
Cerf, 1897-1913), VIII, 24. 

18 Short Treatise, I, Chap. 2. 

19 Friedrich Waismann, “How I See Philosophy,” in Contemporary British 
Philosophy: Personal Statements, Third Series, ed. by H. D. Lewis (London: Allen 
and Unwin, 1956), p. 489. 

20 Tn this case the vision will not of course be considered of real value unless the 
way of life or type of conduct which it is thought of as tending to promote is itself ap- 
proved and judged desirable. 

21 See, for example, Letter 13 (to Oldenburg). 

22 Ethics, V, Prop. 40. 

23 It is obvious in any case that in the Ethics Spinoza sometimes abandons or steps 
outside the quasi-mathematical framework. Further, we may well think that what is 
supposed to be deduced is by no means always actually deduced. But the deductive 
ideal remains. 

24 Letter 2. 
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26 Ethics, II, Prop. 7. 
27 Letter 56 (to Hugo Boxel). 


28 Sometimes the attempt has been made to reach, by reductive analysis, a 
starting point for deduction which cannot indeed be demonstrated (for it would not 
then be an ultimate starting point) but can be vindicated by showing that its denial 
implies its affirmation. 


29 This proviso is required in view of Spinoza’s statement that God consists of in- 
finite attributes, coupled with his assertion that we know only two of these at- 
tributes, thought and extension. 


30 Spinoza denies that the existence of any given finite mode can be deduced simp- 
ly from the one substance considered in itself. The existence of the cow in the field 
cannot be adequately explained without reference to the series of finite modes. In 
this sense God is not the ‘adequate cause’ of the cow. But though the series of finite 
things is without temporal beginning, it is none the less ontologically dependent on 
the one substance. It could not exist unless the one substance existed; and it cannot 
be understood except in terms of the causal activity of God. 


31 The passage about the parasitic worm occurs in Letter 32 (to Oldenburg). As for 
the statement above that the mind ‘can rise’ to adequate ideas, this must be un- 
derstood in a sense compatible with Spinoza’s determinism. Given the antecedent 
conditions, some minds rise (and therefore can rise) to the highest level of 
knowledge, while other minds do not so rise (and therefore cannot do so). 


a2 Chap, 9) 

33 Chap. 7. 

34 Letter 12 (to Ludovicus Meyer). 

35 Spinoza applied this idea to God, as it is only in the case of God that activity 
precedes entirely from the essence or nature of the agent, and is dependent on 
nothing else. 

36 Fthics, I, Prop. 19. 

Slbiads, Props 20) Core: 

38 Letter 43 (to Jacob Ostens). 

39 The word ‘model’ should not of course be understood as necessarily implying ap- 
probation of metaphysics. The reference is to the way in which Spinoza’s 
metaphysics has sometimes been taken as the best and clearest example of the 
method and aims of metaphysicians. Whether metaphysics is regarded with ap- 
proval or disapproval is another question. 

40 KE. M. Curley, Spinoza’s Metaphysics: An Essay in Interpretation (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 151. It ought to be added that Mr. Curley sees 


Spinoza’s problems as set more by the philosophy of Descartes than by seventeenth- 
century science in a narrow sense of ‘science’. 


0 jovial, 
42 The fact that Spinoza was not a Cartesian obviously does not entail the conclu- 


sion that reflection on the philosophy of Descartes was not a powerful instrument in 
determining the nature of Spinoza’s problematics. 


Ruth Saw 
The ‘Task of Metaphysics 


for Spinoza 


Any rational discipline has as its proper and primary task to 
present itself as an internally interconnected and coherent system. 
If it is important to human beings that it should be true, its prac- 
titioners cannot be content with premisses from which it follows as 
a hypothetical system, but must either show them as indubitable 
by their own nature or as grounded in fact. If they are grounded in 
fact then we must continually appeal to experimentally verified 
hypotheses which will further anchor the science to our actual 
world. Mathematics is in the peculiar position of having no possible 
empirical verification of its theorems, but of being continually 
verified by application. Mathematics ‘works’ when applied to the 
building of bridges and skyscrapers, the knitting of pullovers and 
the designing of engines. It also appeals to rational beings as in- 
tellectually satisfying in itself. Metaphysics is like mathematics in 
presenting itself as intellectually satisfying to those willing to sub- 
mit themselves to its discipline; it is unlike mathematics in that it 
has, in the ordinary sense of the word, no application. Nevertheless, 
Spinoza makes a determined attempt to exhibit metaphysics as 
satisfying on all counts. It is an internally coherent system, it 
justifies itself by its effect on its practitioners, and it could not be 
effective in this way if it were not at the same time true. 

To satisfy ourselves that Spinoza’s metaphysic is internally 
coherent we must simply follow through his exposition in the 
Ethics, making our criticisms and reservations at the appropriate 
points. It is not to my purpose to make this examination here. I 
have simply to examine his other contentions that his conclusions, 
being rationally based on indubitable ideas, are necessarily true, 
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and that to pursue this reasoning and to accept its conclusions is to 
lead the life of blessedness for man. The title of his first con- 
siderable work Tractatus de Intellectus Emendatione is il- 
luminating here. It opens with a description of his ends. His object 
is described as ‘the acquisition of distinct and clear ideas such as 
are produced by the pure intellect, and not by chance physical 
motions’—that is to say, the ideas that the mind forms when it is 
active, and not those occurring as the inner side of the physical 
processes of perception and imagination. The treatise then, con- 
cerns the intellectus emendatio, variously rendered as ‘amendment’ 
(Pollock), ‘improvement’ (Elwes & Roth), and ‘purification’ or 
‘purgation’ which is preferred by Joachim. This latter seems to me 
to express most adequately what Spinoza had in mind. To increase 
in knowledge is to become more clearly aware of our own ideas and 
of their interconnections, and this is to be brought about not by im- 
proving the mind as if it were an instrument, but by removing false 
and inadequate ideas which cloud the intellect as if it were a mirror, 
or better, a pane of glass. When we quietly and calmly contemplate 
the orderly system of ideas arising in a clear intellect, we are mak- 
ing ourselves into a medium through which God’s ideas may shine. 
The conception of all knowledge as an ordered system, taking its 
rise from the knowledge of God, sketched in the Tractatus, is 
developed in the Ethics. In the Tractatus, Spinoza describes his 
object also as ‘to discover the life of blessedness for man’. At this 
point we may merely note that the active contemplation of the true 
system of ideas, constituting as it does the proper activity of man, is 
also the life of blessedness. 

There is a further point to be made in relation to the usefulness 
of sciences. Some subject matters seem more to our point than 
others. The subject matter for mathematics might be thought of as 
the modifications of space and their interrelationships, the nature 
of number, classes, sets and so on. It justifies itself practically by its 
application. The subject matter of geology is the earth, the struc- 
ture of its crust shaped by internal and external influences, and 
practically justified in its predictions of earthquakes, the eruptions 
of all sorts, and implications for mineralogy and meteorology. I do 
not intend to embark here on the question of whether metaphysics 
can have a subject matter. It is enough to say that its practitioners 
reflect upon the universe, its Maker, its aspects, and the nature and 


The Task of Metaphysics for Spinoza 237 


possibility of the changes going on within it. If it has a subject 
matter, it is space, matter, time, eternity, infinity, God and their 
interrelationships. 

Many ordinary people are willing to suppose that such a study 
must have a calming, and therefore, beneficial effect upon its prac- 
titioners. This is not what Spinoza has in mind. The search for the 
life of blessedness for man involves the discovery of the ways in 
which men may be enabled to act more effectively. To find these 
ways it is necessary to determine the nature of man, and of his en- 
vironment, including his fellows. Since men are embodied minds or 
ensouled bodies, their complete description needs the whole set of 
systematic accounts of the physical world, human communities, 
and a rational psychology. Since all true statements must be well 
founded, an account of men and their environment will lead 
naturally to the basic premisses about space, time, God and the 
Universe, luminously shown as yielding our more limited con- 
clusions. These premisses, the ‘common notions’, have a double im- 
portance for truth. They constitute the original furniture of the 
mind, to be seen when we think clearly and well, unhindered by in- 
appropriate emotion. They display themselves ever more clearly, 
not only as adequate in themselves, but as containing the possibili- 
ty of rational development. They are the grounds both for truth and 
coherence. These ideas finally show themselves as related coherent- 
ly to the one true idea of the Perfect Being, as One, necessarily ex- 
isting and the ground for everything that is. What is uncovered in 
the development of this idea is a Being having some of the marks of 
the God of Moses and the Christian religion, but lacking many 
others. The virtues which we attribute to men when we praise them 
are entirely inappropriate in our description of the Perfect Being. 
The very notion of perfection takes on a new connotation—that of 
complete reality and activity, together with the notion of rejoicing 
as the proper accompaniment of complete activity. 

At this point we must notice that in the ordinary sense of the 
word, the pursuit of knowledge may uncover truths which are en- 
couraging, pleasant to contemplate, and therefore easy for men to 
accept. On the other hand, the truths uncovered may be distasteful 
in the extreme. It is Spinoza’s view that human blessedness consists 
in the discovering, acceptance and active contemplation of what is 
disclosed in thinking, no matter what it may be. But is this because 
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what is uncovered by the activity of human reasoning must be 
‘pleasant’ to rational men simply because it is the outcome of 
reason, or has Spinoza a private guarantee that it will be ‘pleasant’ 
because of its content? Suppose we were to think, and reach the 
conclusion that we were being deceived by a supremely wicked be- 
ing who wished to enjoy the dismay of the good man when he found 
that the record of his attempts to be good aroused cosmic laughter. 
Would human blessedness still consist in knowledge and the con- 
templation of truth? It might be answered that even then it would 
be the best that could be achieved by human beings, but it is dif- 
ficult to avoid the conclusion that Spinoza ‘knows’ before he begins, 
that the truth will be satisfying to rational men in all senses. This is 
not too hard to accept; it fits in with the view that whatever is to be 
known is already in a sense ‘there’, and we may delight in 
foreshadowings of the truth both because it is the truth and because 
what is foreshadowed is satisfying in itself. More prosaically, we 
may recall Spinoza’s upbringing, and his possession of the fun- 
damental ideas of metaphysics long before he could have un- 
derstood them. (In justice to Spinoza we must recall that he has 
removed what many would call ‘the consolations of religion’—the 
belief for example, that the victims of injustice will be compensated 
in a later life, that a heavenly Father sees and sympathises with our 
sufferings, and that at some point we shall be reunited with friends 
who have died before us.) 

Even so, there are various ‘pleasant’ metaphysical systems, 
and we might go on to ask whether any metaphysic would do, or 
must it be Spinoza’s? It might be thought that the taking up of a 
certain attitude and pursuing a line of argument disinterestedly 
would satisfy Spinoza’s specifications for the life of blessedness. It 
might then be asked why Leibniz, peacefully and with great 
acuteness setting out his Monadology, did not qualify for achieving 
human blessedness. The answer for Spinoza, is quite simply that we 
cannot think about the first things adequately without reaching his 
conclusions. Furthermore, it is not merely that we must reach 
Spinoza’s conclusions, but that we must also share his starting 
point. The common ideas are possessed by every rational being, and 
these ideas will automatically develop themselves into the proper 
metaphysical system, i.e. Spinoza’s. Just as it would be impossible 
to begin with Euclid’s theorems and axioms, think clearly and 
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reach non-Euclidian conclusions, so it would be impossible to allow 
our common notions to develop themselves into non-Spinozistic 
conclusions. 

How then, is it possible to fail in a rational enterprise? For 
Spinoza it is not possible to fail in reasoning, but only to allow our 
reasoning to be clouded by emotion. We may ask for instance, how 
Leibniz has failed. (We may notice Leibniz’s remark that ‘If it were 
not for the Monads Spinoza would be right’!) It is not an accident 
that the only extended example of error which Spinoza gives us is 
our mistaken notion that we are free. Men think themselves free 
because no one can ever see the complete causal sequences leading 
to any ‘action’. Sometimes we know that we have missed an impor- 
tant factor, but sometimes we think that we know it all, granted the 
unexpected, the unknowable, ‘the free choice’. This mistake leads 
to a whole network of mistaken ideas—human responsibility, the 
suitability of praising and blaming, resentment, hatred, misplaced 
and misbegotten love, leading to interference with the lives of 
others. The next step is to use ‘freedom’ as a term of praise. To 
describe someone as a free man is to estimate him highly. Freedom 
therefore must not be denied to God, and so arises the mistaken 
view of God as choosing to act in certain ways and standing to us in 
the relations op of a father to his children or a prince to his sub- 
jects. I think that for Spinoza, this is the centre of Leibniz’s ‘false 
metaphysic’, but how has this happened to such an acute thinker? 
If metaphysics is, like mathematics, a purifying of the intellect so 
that the truth can shine through, how can Leibniz have made such 
a mistake? It can be understood only in the terms of his inap- 
propriate emotion of love of God, not as Spinoza sees it, a rational 
delight, but as a passive disinclination to withhold any tribute from 
God. 

We may now express some final doubts. What we need is some 
kind of explanation, not exactly of our interest in men, nor even of 
our view of their importance. It is natural to us as humans to find 
ourselves and our companions interesting and important, and yet 
not expect them to be of cosmic importance. It seems to me 
however, that at least some notice should be taken of the extraor- 
dinary fact that we alone make elaborate systems of mathematics 
and metaphysics, that we alone concern ourselves with the question 
whether or not God loves us. Furthermore, we badly need an ac- 
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count of what it means to be a person, for we are certainly persons 
to one another, even if not to God. All we are given is a minute ac- 
count of the modal system under the attribute of extension, and of 
the human body as,;an instance of a complex body, and an 
assurance that the system of bodily changes is closely patterned by 
a system of mental changes. Like any other, the human body is to 
be thought of as a complex of complexes of simpler and simpler 
bodies, coming finally to the ‘simplest bodies’. Considered as 
bodies, men are to be described most truly in scientific terms which 
allow for the complete understanding of their manner of func- 
tioning. At the basic level these descriptions are appropriate to in- 
animate as well as to organic bodies. Spinoza’s treatment of these 
descriptions appears in a number of axioms and lemmas in the 
Ethics, Part II, Proposition 13. Here he distinguishes between 
‘simplest bodies’, i.e. bodies distinguishable from one another in 
respect of motion and rest, speed and slowness alone, individuals 
composed of these simplest bodies and distinguishable from one 
another by their hardness and softness, these qualities arising from 
the manner of compounding the simplest bodies. Finally, we come 
to composite individuals composed of bodies of the second order. 
These are distinguishable from one another by the complexity of 
the ways in which the second-order individuals are combined, and 
by the efficiency with which they maintain their unity along with 
the varying degrees of their internal change. There is no reason why 
we should not conceive of this process of compounding individuals, 
producing more and more complex bodies, until we arrived at the 
notion of the whole of nature as an individual with an infinite 
number of changes in its parts, yet itself unchanging. The essence of 
individuals is said to be their conatus, the endeavour with which 
each persists in its own being. It is one of the paradoxes of Spinoza’s 
position that conatus can belong only to the derived, dissoluble, 
and in a sense, illusory individuals, and not to the only true in- 
dividual, God or Substance, nor to the next in metaphysical order, 
the simplest bodies. The essence of God involves existence, and he 
could not possibly not persist in his own being. As for the simplest 
bodies, they do not endure, so that they could neither persist nor 
not persist in their own being. 

Having been given this very complete account of the way in 
which the description of men as physical beings may be reached 
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from the basic level, we suddenly come upon Book II, Axiom 2, 
‘Man thinks’. This is the first appearance of the whole concept 
though we have been given, so to speak, all the ingredients of men 
as bodies. If we are to accept ‘man thinks’ as axiomatic, we should 
have been given grounds for his unity as a thinking being. What we 
have been given is infinite substance, infinitely modified under its 
known attributes of extension and thought, an account of the unity 
of a man as a bodily being, and nothing whatever of his unity as a 
thinking being. More importantly, not only have we been given no 
comparable account of the terms in which the thinking must be 
described at the basic level, but it is difficult to see how we could 
even begin to work out such a description. In later books of the 
Ethics there are descriptions of mental events, but then, as is 
suitable, the descriptions are in terms of association, of coincidence 
of ideas and feelings with the consequent building up of more com- 
plex states of mind. 

We have then, a paradoxical situation in that the only way in 
which a man, say Peter, can achieve human blessedness is by the 
adequate knowledge and understanding of his own nature, and of 
his place in the universe. When he achieves this however he will see 
that he is not ‘Peter’ in any important sense but only a complex 
system of modifications of substance under the attributes of exten- 
sion and thought. When I say ‘in any important sense’ I mean that 
his unity, continuity and consequently his individuality is shifting 
and unstable and not of such a kind as to make it sensible to speak 
of him as an important member of the beings in the universe, and 
certainly not to speak of his future existence. To put it in general 
terms, to achieve ‘our’ blessedness we must recognise that ‘we’ do 
not exist in any important sense. Why then bother about ‘our’ 
blessedness? At this point we must notice, what is to me a strong 
temptation, and to most people a commonsense course to pursue. It 
may be said that if we allow Spinoza to speak of persons, to use the 
pronouns ‘we’ and ‘I’ without discussion, and to say of ‘us’ that ‘we 
feel and know ourselves to be eternal’, even though it is in opposi- 
tion to everything that follows from his own basic principles, we are 
merely allowing him a way of speaking that is useful in bringing it 
about that people act in a way that is conducive to happiness. The 
first answer to this objection is that Spinoza insists on knowledge as 
the most important element in the life of blessedness, and conse- 
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quently on the importance of the truths of our beliefs. He nowhere 
considers the usefulness of the belief in contrast to its truth, though 
we must not forget his reply to his landlady when she asked him 
whether she might be saved in her religion. He replied that her 
religion was a ‘good one’. It might be that Spinoza found himself led 
to accept the unsuitability of some truths for some minds, and had 
to concede that the sternest truths must be kept for the strongest 
thinkers. 

The second reply is that if it were really the case that Spinoza 
was concerned with the usefulness of the belief in our individuality, 
we should expect him to demonstrate this usefulness. He shows the 
harmfulness of accepting some of our beliefs, e.g. the illusion of free 
will, but though he does not speak of the usefulness in the good life 
of assuming our separate and personal identities, neither does he 
speak of its harmfulness. We might connect such an illusion with 
our mistaken belief that God loves each one of us, but Spinoza does 
not make this connection. 

My criticism of Spinoza’s connection of metaphysics with 
human blessedness is that he seems to be dealing in two systems, 
one of wise sayings about conduct and its connection with hap- 
piness, but appealing to us as would any other system of 
morals—Judaic, Christian, Moslem, etc. The second system is a 
metaphysic presented in mathematical form but touching the first 
system at no point. It is true that the maxims for rational conduct 
are exhibited as rational, granted the nature of men, but it is 
granted the nature of men and not of finite modal systems. This 
leads on to a different line of criticism. For Spinoza the point of con- 
tact is the connection between clear thinking, i.e. the truth of ade- 
quacy, and truth about. Even if Spinoza has established this con- 
nection, it is not the connection he needs. The connection he needs 
is that between our ways of speaking at various levels. In conversa- 
tion, in moral and political discourse, the suitable terms in which to 
speak are the names of the objects of everyday life, men and in- 
stitutions, tables and chairs, animals and trees, gold and silver. In 
mathematics the appropriate terms are points, straight lines and 
curves, and figures constructed out of points and lines. In physics 
we speak in terms of energy and electrons, in botany plants, roots, 
petals, sepals and so on. Now what we need to have shown is not 
always a connection between these various ways of speaking, 
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though some branches of botany use the connection between 
mathematical figures and plant growth for example. What we need 
from Spinoza is a demonstration of the connection between 
mathematical statements and statements belonging to conversa- 
tion between human beings and moral and political discourse. 
What he has done is to exhibit the physical universe as an inter- 
connected and mutually determining system of motion/rest, and 
demonstrated the impossibility of a thinking substance outside the 
system of extension with all that follows from this as to the place of 
smaller systems of thinking within the whole, and told us that the 
contemplation of this system will have specific beneficial effects on 
human happiness. 
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Spinoza’s Theory 
of Human Immortality 


I 


There is, perhaps, no great philosopher who presents us, with 
so much confidence and assurance as Spinoza does, with such stark 
contradictions so rigorously deduced from indubitable first prin- 
ciples. Our first reaction is the conviction that something must 
have gone wrong with the reasoning at some obscure point; but 
more careful examination of his system and his explicit statements 
reveal that there is no actual inconsistency and that the conflicts in 
his doctrines are only apparent. Let us first notice briefly what they 
are. 

Spinoza rejects in no uncertain terms the existence of a god 
conceived, as he traditionally is in the major religions, as an 
almighty, all-wise, compassionate ruler and judge.! Small wonder 
that, in his day, Spinoza was deemed an atheist.? But, on the other 
hand, he asserts, as indubitable and self-evident, the existence of 
an infinite, eternal God, in whom all things exist and have their be- 
ing, and without whom nothing can either be or be understood; 
God, who is the universal, immanent cause of all things, whether 
infinite and complete in their kind, or finite and derivative. Small 
wonder, again, that later commentators called Spinoza a ‘God- 
intoxicated man’. 

In Spinoza’s God there is nothing contingent.? He is a 
necessary cause of all things and nothing that He does could He 
have left undone—though this is no limitation upon His power, 
rather the contrary. Everything that is and occurs is therefore 
necessarily and inevitably produced by God. We are left in no doubt 
that Spinoza is a determinist. Free will, he says, is an illusion enter- 
tained by men because they are aware of their desires but unaware 
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of the causes of their desires. Yet, on the other hand, Spinoza 
devotes a fifth part of his greatest work to the subject of human 
freedom and ends his Korte Verhandeling with a chapter on ‘De 
Waare Vryheid’. 

The mind or soul of man, he tells us, is a mode (or idea) in the 
Attribute of Thought (God’s attribute), of which the object is a 
mode of Extension (another of God’s attributes) and nothing else.‘ 
The soul is the idea of the body, and as the body is altered so is the 
mind affected. If the body is destroyed the mind is likewise.® 
Nevertheless, the mind can be united not only with its body, but 
also, through its adequate ideas, with the infinite essence of God; 
and, through the third kind of knowledge, Scientia Intuitiva, with 
its corollary, the intellectual love of God, the mind of man may be 
united with God Himself and His infinite intellect, thus it may 
become immortal (Onsterfelijk) and eternal (aeterna). 

These apparent conflicts in Spinoza’s philosophy are well 
known and there can be no dispute about the statements which 
seem to involve them. What is less apparent and more disputable is 
whether they can be resolved in the terms Spinoza offers, and, if so, 
how. My purpose in this paper is not to discuss all of them in detail, 
but to consider only the last; to ask whether Spinoza’s account of 
the relation between body and mind is, or can be so understood as 
to be, compatible with any notion of immortality for'the soul; to 
consider his view of the body-mind relation in particular; to ex- 
amine Spinoza’s conception of immortality, and to decide in what 
sense, if any, this notion of immortality is acceptable. 


II 


There have been, in the past, two predominant ways of con- 
ceiving human immortality. The first is to regard human personali- 
ty as consisting of two separable parts, each in some sense complete 
in itself, a material body and an immaterial soul. On the death of 
the body, the soul is then thought of as being released, as con- 
tinuing to live for an indefinitely long time, as it had in the past, 
but in a disembodied state. The second way of regarding immortali- 
ty is that adopted in the Christian creeds, which envisage a soul 
separable from the body, but consider the resurrection of the body 
essential for the preservation in an after-life of the individuality of 
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each particular person. The soul here does not die, as the body does, 
but presumably remains after bodily death in some state of 
suspended existence until such time as it can be reunited with the 
resurrected body, now somehow rendered indestructible so that the 
person can live on forever. 

Spinoza’s theory, at least prima facie, seems incompatible with 
both of these conceptions. He maintains first that the soul is the 
idea (which constitutes the human mind) of which the object “‘is a 
body, or a certain mode of extension actually existing, and nothing 
else’ (Ethics, II, Prop. XIII). If and when the body ceases to exist, 
therefore, it should follow that its idea ceases to exist likewise—ex- 
cept in the rather special sense that every mode of Extension and of 
Thought exists eternally in God. This latter existence, however, 
cannot be equated with human immortality in particular, because 
it applies to all finite entities without exception, whether they are 
modes of Extension or of Thought. The eternal existence of the 
modes in God’s eternal and infinite attributes pertains to God. It is 
not the continued existence in time of any one of them beyond its 
allotted span, and thus by no means is it the continued existence of 
a human person enjoying successive experiences after the death of 
his body. It seems to follow, further from the Scholium to Proposi- 
tion XIII, that body and mind are inseparable and co-terminous. 
There Spinoza asserts that the relation between them is no different 
from that between any other idea and its ideatum: “For of 
everything there must necessarily be given an idea in God, of which 
God is the cause, in the same manner as there is an idea of the 
human body.” The only difference between man’s mind and the 
ideas in God of other things is what follows from the difference 
between the human body and other bodies, the former being, for the 
most part, more complex. As the human body is more apt than 
others for doing and suffering many things at the same time, so the 
human mind is more apt to perceive many things at the same time. 

Similarly, we are told in the Short Treatise that as the body 
suffers changes caused by other bodies, so these changes are felt by 
the soul as sensations (Part II, Introductory footnote) and also that 
the soul, being an idea of the existence of some thing (Zaak) in 
Nature, endures and changes according as that thing endures and 
changes (Part II, Chapter XXIII). But in both of these contexts 
Spinoza qualifies his statement in a way which he then uses to 
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prove human immortality. To this qualification I shall return 
presently. What is to be noted here is that the doctrine of body- 
mind relationship is so conceived that the mind (the idea of the 
body) cannot be separated from the body and can exist only if and 
when the body exists. 

It should follow that the immortality of the soul, if it is to be af- 
firmed at all, cannot be conceived, as it was by Plato in the Phaedo, 
as the continued existence of a disembodied soul after the death 
and dissolution of the body. 

Nor is the notion of a resurrection of the body anywhere 
suggested by Spinoza and it would seem impossible in his system. 
For the existence of each finite thing (according to him) is 
necessarily caused in the succession of finite causes which flow 
endlessly from God’s infinite being; and no cause is mentioned, or 
seems to be contemplated, which could reconstitute exactly so com- 
plex a body as the human organism, once its dissolution has been 
brought about by other necessary causes. That such reconstitutive 
causes might be included in God’s infinite reality is conceivable, 
but Spinoza never considers the possibility, nor is there anything in 
the nature of things as we experience them that requires us to 
assume the actuality of such causes. However that may be, 
Spinoza’s account of human immortality does not include or re- 
quire the resurrection of the body as a particular mode of extended 
Substance, though it does, as we shall see, require a special inter- 
pretation of the nature and status of individual bodies and a 
transformed idea of them. 

So far, however, we can say that Spinoza’s theory of body-mind 
relationship is in conflict with both the most usual traditional forms 
of the notion of immortality, and would seem to exclude the 
possibility of any kind of ‘life after death’. Yet Spinoza, in the 
Scholium to Proposition XX of Ethics, V, says: “And with these 
[demonstrations] I have dealt with everything that concerns this 
present life. . . .It is, therefore, time now that I should pass to those 
matters which pertain to the duration of the mind without relation 
to the body.” And in Proposition XXIII he declares: “‘It is not possi- 
ble for the human mind to be absolutely destroyed with the body, 
but something of it remains which is eternal.” The first statement is 
significant, not simply because no existence of the mind without 
relation to the body should be possible consistently with what we 
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have been told earlier, but also because reference is made to it 
specifically as ‘duration’. It would, however, be quite consistent 
with this statement subsequently to deny that the mind endures at 
all without relation to the body; and this is precisely what Spinoza 
does say in the Scholium to Proposition XXII: “Our mind... can 
be said to endure, and its existence can be defined by a certain 
time, only so far as it involves the actual existence of the body.” 
Nevertheless, he maintains in the same place that ‘we feel and 
know (experimur) ourselves to be eternal.” How is all this to be un- 
derstood so that it is self-consistent? 


Ill 


Most commentators resolve the difficulties first by contending 
that the reference to ‘this present life’ in the Scholium to Proposi- 
tion XX, in Part V of the Ethics, is a concession to ordinary 
parlance or a ‘momentary slip’,® and to the mind’s duration without 
relation to the body as a use of ‘duration’ different from that in 
which he distinguished it from ‘eternity’. Joachim explains’ that 
Spinoza is not quite consistent in his use of this word. While, as a 
rule, he refuses to predicate duration of what is eternal and iden- 
tifies the former with persistence in time, he also regards duration 
as that of which time is the measure. Time results from the subdivi- 
sion of duration into periods. But this subdivision is the work of 
Imaginatio, for strictly duration is indivisible (like Extension 
generally);® and when adequately conceived all its ‘parts’ are seen 
as coeval. It then becomes identical with eternity, or, as Joachim 
puts it, is “‘the general term of which eternal existence and tem- 
poral existence are forms.’”® 

Spinoza’s otherwise clear distinction between duration and 
eternity can then be taken seriously, and his attribution of ‘immor- 
tality’ (a term he uses himself only once in the Ethics) to the human 
mind is explained as the identity of its adequate ideas with the eter- 
nal and infinite intellect of God. The adequate ideas in human 
knowledge are thus eternal. In Scientia Intuitiva man achieves an 
adequate knowledge of the essence of things through an adequate 
idea of the formal essence of certain of God’s attributes,!° and such 
adequate ideas as constitute this third kind of knowledge (as well as 
such adequate ideas as constitute the second, scientific 
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kind—Ratio) are eternal and timeless. “In eternity there is no 
when, before nor after.” (Ethics, I, Prop. XX XIII, Sch. 2). And as 
the ideas in which these forms of knowledge consist are part of the 
complex idea which is the human mind, there must be some part of 
it ‘that remains eternal’ when the human body dies and passes 
away. The use of the word ‘remains’ here is again regarded as a slip 
or a concession to ordinary language. It is repeated by Spinoza in 
subsequent propositions, but there is no need to understand it 
otherwise than as meaning that there is something eternal in the 
human mind besides what ceases to ‘endure’ when its body dies (as 
we say in arithmetic: 15 + 6=2, remainder 3). The eternity of the 
‘immortal’ part of the human mind or soul is thus not a continued 
duration after the death of the body, but a quality of being. 

What corresponds in extension to the eternal part of the human 
mind is then not the human body as a finite mode merely, or as im- 
agined in the first kind of knowledge (Imaginatio), but the human 
body as adequately understood in the second and third kinds of 
knowledge. As so understood it is an eternal consequence of God’s 
infinite, immanent causality, and must be conceived in its proper 
place in the total scheme of things, through an adequate idea of the 
formal essence of (presumably) the attribute of Extension. 
Inasmuch as adequate ideas are identical with God’s, their 
counterpart in extension will not be any merely finite mode but the 
whole extended world—facies totius universi, for all modes of Ex- 
tension are mutually connected in the infinite series of causes which 
flow of necessity from God’s nature; and Spinoza explains at some 
length how simple bodies become included in more complex bodies 
in a hierarchy that eventually includes the whole of nature.!! 

This interpretation of Spinoza’s doctrine, or something very 
similar to it, is accepted by all the best known commentators. 
Joachim expounds it with admirable clarity; Leon Roth and Ruth 
Saw do not depart from it; Stuart Hampshire adheres to it; and 
much the same view, with minor variations, is taken by John Caird 
and A. E. Taylor.!? Indeed, there is a great deal in the Spinoza text 
to support it. However, I shall not discuss the views of these com- 
mentators individually here, nor shall I consider at this point the 
implications for morality and religion of the conception of human 
immortality involved. It would be better first to discuss the concep- 
tion itself, for it leaves difficulties unresolved and significant im- 
plications in Spinoza’s theory undeveloped. 


Spinoza’s Theory of Human Immortality Zo 
IV 


In the first place, with all due respect to Joachim, as one of the 
most accurate and careful scholars who has commented on the 
Ethics, it is not wholly correct to attribute the idea of the human 
body as a finite mode of Extension in interaction with other finite 
modes, merely to the confusion of Imaginatio. ‘“The modes are not 
‘parts’ of Substance,” writes Joachim. ““The oneness of the modes 
in God is more intimate than the oneness of parts in a whole. It is 
the separation of the modes from God (as if they were ‘parts’ of a 
whole) which causes the inadequate understanding of the im- 
aginative consciousness, for which Reality becomes a world of finite 
things.’ Joachim is certainly right to insist that for Spinoza the 
finite modes are not separable from God, as material ‘parts’ may be 
imagined as separable from a material whole—that conception of 
whole and parts is certainly inadequate to Spinoza’s Substance. 
And Joachim, too, is fully aware that the unity of the modes in 
Substance does not preclude or cancel out their multiplicity.'4 But 
if it is an imaginative error to think of the modes as separable parts, 
it is not simply an error to think of them as finite and as dis- 
tinguishable within the unity of Substance. (Joachim, of course, is 
not suggesting that it is—but we should not fall into the error of 
thinking it so.) And though it may well be only for imaginative con- 
sciousness that Reality is merely a world of finite things, there real- 
ly is in a legitimate sense a world of finite things contained in the 
infinite reality of Substance. 

The finite modes really are finite insofar as they are deter- 
mined by other finite modes and in whatever other ways they may 
be determined (e.g. by their specific attribute). And these deter- 
minations follow necessarily from God’s essence and are produced, 
as are all changes and events in time, by His immanent causation. 
It follows that the finiteness of man’s body is not a figment of the 
imagination or simply a misconception, nor are the facts of its com- 
ing into existence at his birth and passing away at his death. The 
same applies to his mind as the idea of his (finite) body. It is really 
finite and its limitations follow necessarily from the nature of 
things. His finiteness is no misconception, though we can (if only 
for that reason) entertain misconceptions about it. We cannot, 
therefore, simply dismiss the notion of the body as a finite mode, 
nor of the mind as dependent on, or correlative to, it, as inadequate 
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ideas typical of Imaginatio. The finite body and the idea of it, which 
according to Spinoza constitutes the human mind, are actual fac- 
tors in the nature of Substance. They are parts of Nature, and, even 
though their essence cannot be adequately understood in isolation 
from the rest of Nature, and can be adequately understood only in 
their essential and inseparable relation to the other parts and to 
Nature as a whole, yet they cannot be dissolved away into 
Substance as a single, seamless, undifferentiated unity excluding 
finiteness and temporal change. The character of the finite, as 
finite, remains in contrast and in opposition to the eternal and in- 
finite, and the problem of reconciling them in the divine nature 
cannot be sidestepped. 

Secondly, it does not help us to understand what Spinoza 
means by human immortality to assert that the idea of the finite 
human body exists eternally in God and follows necessarily from 
His essence, just as the existence of the body itself as a finite mode 
of Extension follows necessarily from God’s infinite essence. For 
this is true of all finite bodies and all the ideas of them. They are all 
eternally in God’s infinite understanding. If this sort of eternal be- 
ing is all that is involved in man’s immortality he is no more immor- 
tal than a fish and rather less so than a piece of granite. 

Similarly, it does not help to insist that an adequate idea of the 
body involves its relations to all other bodies and so involves an 
adequate idea of the whole of Nature; and that such an adequate 
idea of Nature would be itself an infinite and eternal idea. Because 
such an infinite and eternal idea would be the intellect of God and 
not of man, which, for all his accomplishments, remains finite. 
True, Spinoza does assert, and with reason on his principles, that 
insofar as man achieves adequate knowledge his mind becomes un- 
ited with that of God; but this is surely only to a limited extent, and 
it is not easy to understand how one can enjoy immortality only toa 
limited extent, or be eternal only in a limited sense. This surely 
would involve us in flat self-contradiction. Yet, as Spinoza’s very 
philosophy exemplifies, according to its own principles, man does 
frame more or less adequate ideas of Nature and of the essence of 
God. Again we are faced with the problem: How are we to reconcile 
the finite with the infinite?—and Spinoza’s doctrine of human im- 
mortality is very largely his answer to the question. 

An objector may point out that the difficulty I have raised is 
spurious, for Spinoza repeatedly asserts that things vary in degree 


Spinoza’s Theory of Human Immortality Bane: 


according to the amount of reality their essence includes, and the 
essence of the human mind is intelligence, and it embraces more of 
reality the more it conceives things swb specie aeternitatis. It could 
therefore be eternal in a degree, or to the extent to which its ideas 
were adequate, and to that extent it would be immortal. In short, as 
Plato and Aristotle alleged, not the whole human soul, but only its 
thinking part is immortal—in Spinoza’s terminology the part that 
consists of adequate ideas. 

But now we are involved in another difficulty (or perhaps the 
same one over again, seen from a new angle). The personality of 
man is a single whole and does not consist of separable parts, even 
though it includes many distinguishable functions and traits. The 
category of whole and part is inappropriate to the mind, just as 
Joachim explained it to be inadequate to express the nature of 
Spinoza’s Substance. We cannot, therefore, intelligibly maintain 
that the human soul is immortal only in bits and pieces, and that 
other parts die with the body. If it lives at all it must live as a whole. 
Thus though it is legitimate to hold that we can attain to the truth 
or to goodness in varying degrees, it hardly seems proper to main- 
tain that we can, qua individuals, enjoy eternal life only in some 
degree of eternity inferior to the eternity of Substance, or only in 
certain parts of our conscious being. 


V 


How far is it possible to extract from Spinoza’s writings a solu- 
tion to this problem?The first clue to follow is the one suggested in 
the previous paragraph. Spinoza has told us that the human mind 
is the idea of the body; and in Epistle XXXII he says that ‘“The 
human body is a part of Nature” and “‘the human mind. . . also is 
a part of Nature: since I maintain that there exists in Nature an in- 
finite power of thinking, which, so far as it is infinite contains in 
itself objectively the whole of Nature and whose thoughts proceed 
in the same way as Nature which, to be sure, is its ideatum.” This 
power of thinking is undoubtedly the intellect of God—a system of 
ideal modes, or ideas, corresponding to the extended modes, or 
bodies, which constitute the physical world. None of these is a mere 
collection or congeries of separate or separable items (though, the 
modes in each attribute are distinguishable and ordered as asystem 
of interrelated terms). The world of extended things, we learn from 
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this letter, as from the Korte Verhandeling (and elsewhere), is an 
indivisible whole, and the order and connection of things is the 
same as the order and connection of ideas. 

In the same letter that I have quoted above Spinoza goes on to 
say “‘the human mind is the same power [of thinking] not insofar as 
it is infinite and perceives the whole of Nature, but insofar as it is 
finite and perceives only the human body, and in this way I declare 
that the human mind is part of a certain infinite intellect.” But the 
contents of the divine intellect, as follows both from what Spinoza 
says in this epistle and from his general position stated repeatedly 
in various works, is an indivisible and systematic whole; and from 
what he says further about ideas it becomes apparent that any 
adequate idea belonging to this system will, in a significant sense, 
comprehend the whole of it. 

For ideas are not static pictures or replicas, in some different 
medium, of the extended things; they are their ‘minds’ or con- 
sciousness, just as the idea of the human body is its mind and con- 
sciousness. But the idea of a relatively simple body, like a stone or a 
coprolite, taken simply in and by itself, is so rudimentary and in- 
adequate that it hardly merits the name ‘mind’ at all, though 
Spinoza is prepared to concede it in some degree.!® The human 
body, however, is far more complex and is “apt to do and suffer 
many things,’ hence its mind (or idea) is equally complex and is 
highly developed. 

Sir Frederick Pollock complains that Spinoza uses the word 
‘idea’ ambiguously'* to mean both concept (our more usual sense of 
the word) and also the counterpart of a physical thing or 
physiological process (its ‘ideatum’), and that he fails to distinguish 
between them. But I believe Spinoza did this deliberately and com- 
mitted no inadvertent confusion. An idea in the sense of ‘concept’ is 
abstract, and can be entertained only by a developed mind such as 
man’s. It is one of the complex products (or ‘parts’) of the ‘idea’ (in 
the other sense) of a complex body such as the human organism. 
And Spinoza did not hold that abstract and general ideas cor- 
responded to anything actually existent. He was no ‘realist’ (like 
Plato), in the Mediaeval sense of that word, but was nominalist in 
his doctrine of general ideas. He regarded them as no more than 
convenient devices for description and classification—part of a 
technique or activity of thinking peculiar to men. Such concepts are 
possible, nevertheless, only for a conscious being, and consciousness 
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is always ‘idea’ in the other sense—the idea of the body. This we 
should understand as the direct awareness of the body such as we 
have in sensation, which is the origin and basis of all ‘higher’ forms 
of consciousness. | shall return to this point in a moment; here let us 
note that concepts and general ‘ideas’ are part of and are derivative 
from this more basic consciousness, a fact which Spinoza never 
forgets. This is why he refuses to distinguish between the two senses 
of ‘idea’ and treats one simply as a special form or elaboration of the 
other. 

We must not, however, as I said above, think of ideas or minds 
as mere reproductions, in the attribute of Thought, of the essences 
of their corresponding bodies. They are awarenesses, self-conscious 
and self-illuminating. Every idea implies an idea ideae; every 
knowing a knowledge that one knows, and though each such idea is, 
according to Spinoza, formally distinct from every other (as an act 
of consciousness), the idea and the idea ideae are ‘objectively’ iden- 
tical and are both substantially one and the same with their 
(physical) tdeatum.!? Each is a mode under a different attribute of 
the same identical substance. The nature of this dual unity we shall 
consider more closely below, but first I wish to draw attention to the 
fact that consciousness, the basic sense of Spinoza’s idea, even at 
its most primitive level, is never, qua consciousness, confined or 
limitable to a bare particular of any sort. Its most elementary object 
is and must be at least a particular distinguished from a 
background, or set in a context. An entity’s idea or consciousness of 
itself must and can only be its awareness of itself in distinction from 
something else, and so must any awareness of anything whatsoever. 
Consciousness, therefore, is always not merely self-consciousness 
(idea ideae) but is also self-transcendent, and tends to comprehen- 
sion of some whole to which its object belongs. Spinoza never makes 
this point explicitly but Iam sure he was fully aware of it, and if it is 
taken along with what I have cited above about the wholeness and 
indivisibility in essence of Nature, of Extension, of the intellect of 
God, and with what follows from that, very significant conse- 
quences ensue for the human mind which will illuminate Spinoza’s 
doctrine of its capacity for eternity. Let us now return to the detail 
of his view of the relation of body and mind. 

First, our ideas are the awareness of our bodies and nothing 
else. We feel and are conscious of the activities, passivities, and 
functionings of our bodies, and of other bodies only as and through 
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our own (Ethics, II, Props. X[X-X XVI). In becoming conscious of 
external things we are commonly unaware (because we suppress the 
awareness) of the mediation of our own sense organs (‘“‘the eye sees 
not itself’), but that mediation is nonetheless an essential con- 
dition—as it were, the matrix—of such awareness. Our awareness of 
the world is thus at the same time our awareness of the body, and it 
is only by making distinctions, in an appropriate and systematic 
way, within this total self-awareness, that we distinguish what 
belongs to our own bodies from what pertains to others. According 
to Spinoza, we make these distinctions well or ill according as we 
think adequately or inadequately; and we do the former insofar as 
we are active (and vice versa), and the latter so far as we are 
passive—so far as our body suffers effects from interaction with 
other bodies. Though Spinoza writes as if action depended only on 
adequate ideas, and as if inadequate ideas resulted only from bodily 
passivity, to understand him aright we must realize that activity 
and passivity are each one and the same in both body and mind. 

Next we must notice that the body is strictly and in fact related 
in some way to everything else in the extended world, and all these 
relations must, therefore, be registered in idea either as passions or 
otherwise. In Imaginatio ideas are confused and in se false but they 
are nevertheless consequences of the impingement of external 
things upon the body. Thus even so far as its confused ideas are con- 
cerned, the mind embraces and reflects the whole of Nature. 

But each thing endeavours, so far as it is in itself, to persevere 
in its own being (Ethics, III, Prop. VI), and this conatus is the ac- 
tual essence of the thing itself ([bid., Prop. VII) and involves not 
finite but indefinite time (Ibid., Prop. VIII). The mind, both in its 
confused and in its adequate ideas, is aware of this conatus (Ibid., 
Prop. [X), and the conatus is nothing less, in the last resort, than 
the power of God Himself (cf. Ethics, IV, Prop. IV, dem. and I, 
Prop. XXIV, Cor.). It is by virtue of the conatus that the mind ad- 
vances from Jmaginatio and confused ideas to Ratio and adequate 
ideas and thence to Scientia Intuitiva. 

The human mind, therefore, as the idea of the body embraces 
within its consciousness all the affects of the body and all its 
relations with the rest of the world, and so is all-inclusive even in its 
passions and its confused ideas. Its conatus is towards action and so 
impels it to develop (in ways the detail of which we need not here 
rehearse)'® towards the perfection of its own being in the intellec- 
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tual love of God. The result of this development is not just the 
supplementation of confused ideas by a new set of adequate ideas; 
it is the transformation of the entire personality on its emotional 
and practical side, as well as in its theoretical content. Adequate 
knowledge is not simply part of the mind beside and separable from 
inadequate ideas still harboured within it. Adequate knowledge is 
an order of activity, different from the passivity of Imaginatio, 
which annuls all cognate confused ideas, transforms the passions 
into healthy, positive and beneficient emotions, and divisive and 
turbulent motives of action into love and compassion. All this, 
moreover, is the product of the conatus in suo esse perseverare of 
the individual, which is the very power of God (what in Christian 
doctrine would be called the Holy Spirit) working within him. 

This transformation is of mind and body in one. Spinoza quite 
explicitly says that ‘he who has a body capable of many things, has 
a mind of which the greater part is eternal’ (Ethics, V, Prop. 
XXXIX), having already stated that the attainment of the third 
kind of knowledge implies the mind’s knowledge of itself and of its 
body sub specie aeternitatis (Ibid., Prop. XXX). This knowledge of 
the body is surely no mere way of viewing it, as might be some in- 
adequate imagination of it. It must be a conception of the body as it 
really is in Nature, the more so as the initial feeling of the body in 
Imaginatio was already a confused awareness of the facies totius 
universi, which has become progressively clarified into a true and 
adequate knowledge of God. 

The body is thus revealed as the vehicle of God’s own self- 
revelation in and through the mind of man. The power of God, caus- 
ing the infinite system of modes which is Nature, and working im- 
manently throughout that system produces man’s body, as it 
produces all others, and pari passu produces man’s mind, the idea 
of his body, which it then urges through a process of internal 
development from Imaginatio to Scientia Intuitiva and to a revela- 
tion of His own infinite and eternal nature, the supreme object of 
perfect and unadulterable love. It is the love of God Himself, by 
which in one and the same act He loves Himself and His creation, 
including man. In short, it is a union or self-identification of man 
with God. 

This knowledge and love of God, the eternal and infinite 
Substance, transforms all man’s emotions and actions, and con- 
stitutes the life of blessedness, which is the highest virtue, the final 
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object of rational desire, as well as the completest and most ade- 
quate knowledge of Nature. This is man’s immortality, and its 
special character follows from the nature of self-consciousness, 
which, as was said above, is no inert replica of the extended world, 
but is an active self-awareness of the body, that embraces in its pur- 
view and comprehension all its relations to other bodies and the in- 
finite, eternal character of the essence of Substance to which it 
belongs.!* Consciousness is self-transcendent. It cannot exist simply 
in space and time and at the same time be aware, as it is, of the in- 
terrelations of all parts of space and time. It cannot be limited 
within a restricted space or period, and also know the relations of 
that restricted space and period to the rest of the extended world. In 
order to enjoy that knowledge it must somehow be identical with its 
object(s), as it is impossible for the body as a finite mode of Exten- 
sion to be identical with its causes and effects. Although the body is 
related to all other bodies and registers within itself their effects, it 
can do so only if it is distinguished from them as the mind cannot be 
distinguished from them if it is to be conscious of them. Spinoza in- 
sists that idea and ideatum are identical, but a finite mode of Ex- 
tension cannot be similarly identical with other finite extended 
modes with which it is in spatio-temporal and causal relations. The 
mind, on the other hand, is knowing these relations and their 
systematic integration into one individual as the whole of Nature 
(totius factes universt), transcends all spatial and temporal limits 
and is one with the whole eternal structure. 

Time and space, the coming to be and passing away of finite 
things in the material world, are then seen as partial features or 
aspects of a single, indivisible, infinite and absolute totality—the 
eternal being of God or Substance. They are not unreal, for they do 
proceed necessarily from the divine essence. They are actual 
elements within the reality of Nature and do constitute a real and 
necessary attribute of God. Only for the imagination are they mere- 
ly fleeting episodes of ephemeral significance. Their finiteness is not 
illusory, for their mutual determinations are essential to the mul- 
tiplex unity of Substance. But their existence in itself is not of ul- 
timate significance, for it can neither be nor be conceived except 
through the infinite being of God, in which they all live and move. 
To understand the world in this way is to conceive things adequate- 
ly and is the part of Scientia Intuitiva; and any mind that has 
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perfected its knowledge to this degree has transcended the finite 
nature of its body, and the transient existence of things in space 
and time in a synoptic awareness of ‘‘all time and all existence.”’ 

It follows, as Spinoza says, that “‘the human mind cannot be 
absolutely destroyed with the body, but there is something besides 
(aliquid remanent) which is eternal.” It transcends, in its con- 
sciousness, the temporal as well as the spatial limits of the body, 
while yet, paradoxically, being identical in substance with the 
body, as its idea. It is its ideal, its conscious, character that is 
transcendent, and this transcendence is typical of all consciousness, 
even of Imaginatio. There is a valid sense, therefore, in which every 
mind is in some degree eternal. All consciousness is in some degree 
transcendent of its immediate object in time and space; and to the 
extent that it is not limited, as its object is limited, it participates 
(if we may, like Plato, use a term which is not wholly appropriate) 
in eternity. For to be aware of spatio-temporal relations is, of 
necessity, not be merely one term in any such relation. To be con- 
scious of space and time is to transcend space and time—to be eter- 
nal. To be adequately conscious of the whole structure of Nature as 
it really is, to know it as God knows it, would be to be united with 
God and to share (if, again, so inappropriate a word may be per- 
mitted) in His eternal being. 

Obviously this eternal reality cannot be an extended duration. 
If this is the nature of man’s immortality it cannot possibly be an 
“‘after-life’’ or temporal existence prolonged beyond the temporal 
existence of the body. For the mind transcends the body just 
because its consciousness is not in time and so far as it does not en- 
dure. It transcends time and space in the sense that time and space 
are for it and it is not in them. Consciousness embraces time and 
space as orders or wholes, and so is aware of the place within these 
orders of the body, of which the human mind is the conscious life. 
The human mind is thus both finite and potentially infinite, both 
the idea of a finite mode of Extension (and thus itself a finite mode 
of Thought) and, nevertheless, in being idea, capable of adequate 
knowledge of the total scheme of things. It is thereby self- 
transcendent and eternal. 

The objection may be raised that this conception of immortali- 
ty dissolves away human individuality, which, in accordance with 
this view, cannot survive the body. What “remains’’, if we follow 
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Spinoza, is the impersonal eternal essence of Substance with which 
the mind in Scientia Intuitiva has become identified. This must in- 
evitably be the same for all minds, for there is only one infinite be- 
ing, as Spinoza spares no effort to demonstrate; and to become 
identified with it must be to become wholly absorbed into it and as 
a distinct individual to be obliterated by it. 

This objection, however, is misconceived. Immortality, we 
have seen, is not a matter of the “‘survival” of his body by any per- 
sonality. Nothing “remains’’ in the sense of continuing in time. 
What remains when we have accounted for the mortal form of ex- 
perience is an eternal awareness of God’s essence and the complex 
system of the world. It is an awareness enjoyed by each and every 
individual who attains to adequate knowledge, and it transforms 
and perfects his personality by developing it to its fullest moral 
capacity. So far from being lost or swallowed up in the boundless 
ocean of Substance, the individual personality becomes whole, in- 
ternally harmonious and perfectly self-determined. The limitations 
of bodily life are clearly understood in their relation to the rest of 
Nature—nothing is blurred or obliterated—but these limitations 
are no restriction to the mind’s self-awareness as a necessary and 
intimate pulse in the total life of the universe. Temporal transience 
is not felt as an irremediable handicap or an inescapable confine. 

All that Spinoza writes in the final propositions of the Ethics 
about human blessedness and the eternal nature of man’s mind 
follows from what has here been set out. ‘“‘The greatest endeavour 
of the mind and its greatest virtue is to understand things by the 
third kind of knowledge.” This kind of knowledge gives the greatest 
satisfaction. It is the highest good and to enjoy it (blessedness) is its 
own reward. It would be ridiculous to imagine that any gratification 
of the appetites or indulgence of lesser desires, for however long a 
period, could be more satisfactory and could thus serve as a reward 
of virtue. Equally absurd is the assumption that men can become 
truly virtuous through fear of eternal punishment. Nothing is more 
ludicrous than to speak as if virtue were a hardship to be endured 
for the sake of carnal pleasures promised later, or to escape greater 
pains threatened in an everlasting after-life. 

Further, a mind that understands the eternal nature of things 
and its own place in the total scheme, which thus enjoys God’s 
knowledge of Himself and is eternal in the knowledge of His eternal 
essence, will be unconcerned about the temporal limits of the body. 
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Its concern for the life of the body will be to understand its place in 
nature adequately and truly, and to act accordingly. Its longevity or 
otherwise will therefore become of minor importance. The actual 
time and eventuality of its death will have little significance, once 
the third kind of knowledge and the intellectual love of God have 
been attained. ‘So far as human bodies are capable of many 
[acts], there is no doubt but that their natures can be referred to 
minds which have a great awareness (cognitio) of themselves and of 
God, and of which the greater part and the most important 
(praecipua) is eternal, and that therefore they should scarcely fear 
death.” (Ethics, V, Prop. XX XIX, Sch.) For death will have been 
transcended in the sublime contemplation of the totality of 
being—the infinite and eternal reality of God. 

This interpretation of Spinoza’s theory does not equate human 
immortality with the idea, eternal in God’s intellect, of the finite 
mode of Extension which is the human body. Nor does it identify, 
as the ‘body’ of that part of the human mind which is eternal, the 
whole face of nature conceived sub specie aeternitatis. This indeed 
is the ideatum of the eternal idea—or, at least, the ideatum is 
nothing less than this. But for man it is so only through the registra- 
tion in the finite human body of the effects and relations to that 
body of the rest of Nature. Immortality, then, while being no ex- 
tended duration beyond the temporal life of the body, consists in 
the mind’s transcendence of the body’s finite limits, because of the 
inherently transcendent character of consciousness—a 
transcendence characteristic of idea, as such. The accepted inter- 
pretation of Spinoza seems to me to overlook, or to fail to stress suf- 
ficiently, this element of transcendence in the nature of con- 
sciousness. Thus it fails to draw out its implications, and so leaves 
unresolved the difficulties which I outlined in Section IV. 
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Introductor y Note 


The aim of this bibliography is to give, as a supplement to 
the existing works of Oko and Wetlesen, as comprehensive as 
possible a listing of the Spinoza literature published for the first 
time during the period January, 1960, to December, 1972, in the 
major European languages. Also included are revised and 
successive editions, reprints of important first editions, and 
collections of articles and essays originally published before 
1960. 


We have done our best to give complete and accurate 
bibliographical details for each entry. A number of items were 
verified from the originals. When the item could not be in- 
spected, the best available bibliographical sources were fol- 
lowed (see below). In a few cases an asterisk (*) against an entry 
indicates that it could not be verified in a reliable source. 


The major bibliographical tools consulted were: 
Bibliographie de la Philosophie 
Bulletin Signalétique 
Essay and General Literature Index 
Internationale Bibliographie der Zeitschriftenliteratur 
The Philosopher’s Index 
Répertoire Bibliographique de la Philosophie 
Monographic publications were verified in the various 
national Bibliographies and Book Indexes (e.g. British 
National Bibliography and Library of Congress). 


For each monograph all the reviews that could be located 
have been listed, including discussions in books and periodical 
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articles as well as book reviews proper. If the review was sub- 
stantial enough it was listed separately in Section VI under the 
author of the review. 


5. The six sections are each arranged alphabetically by main 
entry. For the convenience of the user, some items were indexed 
in more than one section. For example, Martial Gueroult. 
Etudes sur Descartes, Spinoza. . . 1970, is listed as a general 
work in Section IV, whereas Gueroult’s articles relevant to this 
bibliography and contained within the above mentioned title, 
are individually indexed in the Section on Specific Topics. 


6. In accordance with normal library practice, the German 
vowels, a, 6, ti are used alphabetically in the forms ae, oe and 
ue; (e.g. Harting, Halbfass, Hall, not Halbfass, Hall, Harting). 


The work on this bibliography was done in the Department of 
Philosophy, Research School of Social Sciences, at the Australian 
National University. The final result is the work of four research 
assistants, Mrs. Jocelyn Harding, Mr. David Kipp, Mrs. Jan 
Murray and Mrs. Jean Norman, under the supervision of FE. M. 
Curley. 
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